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PREFACE 


A “History of English Literary History”— awkward as 
such a tide would sound—is a legitimate and even urgent 
task of English scholarship. We have histories of all the 
sciences, and there are several histories of political histori¬ 
ography, but no attempt has hitherto been made to trace 
the development of English literary history in any detail. 
Such a history, properly executed, would have more than 
t^tiquarian interest. It would not only satisfy the instinctive 
desire of men to commemorate the achievements of their 
predecessors, but would serve a practical purpose as well: 
it would help to show by what ways the present vantage- 
point, or impasse, of literary studies has been reached. It 
would elucidate present-day problems and increase a con¬ 
sciousness of the principles basic to our discipline. Ulti¬ 
mately it might serve as a starting-point for a general his¬ 
tory of literary history in the main European countries. 
Further, an exposition of the peculiarities of the English 
development might throw some light on the whole question 
of the specific character of English scholarship and thus of 
the English mind in general. 

The following pages are, however, only a very partial 
attempt to realize such a far-reaching program. I shall 
merely trace the origins and growth of English literary 
history from its beginnings during the Renaissance to 
Thomas Warton’s History of English Poetry (1774-1781), 
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Warton’s three large volumes were the first history of Eng¬ 
lish literature “in form/' and determined the whole future 
development of English literary history. They represent 
the culminating point of a long process which I have at¬ 
tempted to trace in some detail. A new volume devoted to 
a full study of literary history during the Romantic age 
down to Hallam’s Introduction to the Literature of Europe 
(1837-1839) is in active preparation. 

The following sketch is frankly based on the conviction 
that research is not enough and that the highest aim of the 
I literary historian is the writing of literary history.* The book 
is thus not primarily a history of English scholarship and of 
the growth of English studies in general, though much at¬ 
tention has been devoted to the process by which the older 
literature was rediscovered and made accessible. Nor is the 
book a history of English criticism, though it has been 
necessary to notice changes of judgment on authors or 
periods of English literature. I am chiefly concerned with' 
the programs and theoretical reflections of those engaged in 
literary history and, beyond these explicit avowals, with the 
underlying methods, ideals, and conceptions that governed 
the actual writing of the history of English literature. 

So far as I know the only previous essay at tracing the 
history of English literary history is a little book by Ger¬ 
ard O'Leary (EnzU sh Literary Histor y, London, 1930), an 
unpretentious bibliographical handbook, elementary in its 
comments and evaluations. Nor do I know of any book in 
any other language which would present a parallel, with the 
exception of the Polish writer Sigmund Lempicki's Ge- 

. * For a full statement of the problems involved see my ** Theory 

Literary History,” Travaux du Cercle Linguistiqtie de PraguCy 
VI (1936), 173-191 and a chapter “Literary History” in Literary: 
Scholarship: Its Aims and Methods (ed. Norman Foerster), Chapel 
Hill, 1941. 
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schichte der deutschen Literaturwissenschajt (1920) con¬ 
cluding with a chapter on Herder, an instructive work of 
somewhat different scope than this. I have learned more, 
however, from the many monographs on individual authors 
and from the books on allied subjects which are all cited in 
the bibliography and the notes. 

The need of a history of English scholarship was first im¬ 
pressed on me during the years I taught English literature at 
the Charles University of Prague, and took part in the 
stimulating discussions on methods of literary study in the 
Prague Linguistic Circle. The book was written during a 
four-year stay in London (1935-1939) when I lectured on 
Czech language and literature at the School of Slavonic 
Studies in the University of London. It was substantially 
ready for publication in May, 1939, and has been only re¬ 
vised and supplemented since then. 

I must thank the British Museum for liberal access to its 
treasures; and the libraries of University College, London, 
of Yale University and the State University of Iowa, which 
at different times were at my disposal. My thanks are also 
due to Professor Ronald^S. Crane of the University of Chi¬ 
cago, Professor Oliver Elton of Oxford, Professor John C. 
McGalliard of the University of Iowa, Mr. James M. Osborn 
of Yale University, Dr. Bruce Pattison of University Col¬ 
lege, London, and Professor Austin Warren and Dr. Curt A. 
Zimansky of the University of Iowa, all of whom have read 
the manuscript and made numerous valuable suggestions. 
Finally I wish to express to Dean George Dinsmore Stod¬ 
dard of the University of Iowa my gratitude for his gen¬ 
erosity in aiding the publication of this book by a grant 
from the funds of the Graduate College. 

Iowa City, December, 1940 
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CHAPTER ONE 


The Middle Ages and Renaissance 


The rise of literary history was a slow process, incompre¬ 
hensible unless we see it in close connection with the rise of 
modern criticism, biography, and historiography. It is parti 
of one of the greatest revolutions in the intellectual history] 
of mankind, of the awakening of the historical sense and^ 
modern self-consciousness. Literary history in the more nar-^ 
row sense developed, by an obvious process of specialization, 
from established forms like biography—which was not orig¬ 
inally, of course, confined to literature—and from the criti¬ 
cism of individual works or the poetics of single genres, 
which were slowly expanded to include a historical survey' 
of the past. Literary history as a distinct discipline arose only 
when biography and criticism coalesced and when, under the 
influence of political historiography, the narrative form be¬ 
gan to be used, fiut this was a process which took almost two 
centuries. In early times we must look carefully to notice 
the seeds of ideas and forms which had a late flowering only 
in the eighteenth century. 

There was no literary history in the Middle Ages, though 
somejknowledge of the past of literature existed. The very 
conception of the aims of the poet, who was usually pictured 
as a humble craftsman in the service of his Maker, the wide¬ 
spread anonymity of literary creation, the prevalent “com¬ 
munism” both of subjects and forms, which shows that orig¬ 
inality and individuality were not valued, the absence of any 
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RISE OF ENGLISH LITERARY HISTORY 
regard for the historicity of events: all these parallel symp¬ 
toms of the medieval mentality explain the absence of any 
literary history proper. But, of course, rhetoric and poetics,| 
largely derived from classical sources, were cultivated; and 
^ ^ some biographical knowledge of the poets, with bibliography 
of their works, was preserved in lists of writers which through 
St. Jerome’s De Vim lllustribus descend ultimately from 
Suetonius.^ Sometimes these lists were elaborated into collec¬ 
tions of short biographies. John of Boston, who was a monk 
at Bury St. Edmunds about 1440, compiled such a list ^ which 
included also “British” writers like Bede, Roger Bacon, John 
of Salisbury, and other theologians, scholastic philosophers, 
and church historians. Only slightly different as a type were 
collections of biographies of philosophers which descend 
ultimately from Diogenes Laertius. An Englishman, Gual- 
terus Burlaeus (Walter Burley), who died about 1337, was the 
author of such a Liber de Vita et Moribiis Vhilosophoruvt^ 
which includes also the Greek poets, Homer and Aeschylus. 

Only with the dawn of the Renaissance conception of the 
poet as the maker, the rhetor and improver of a “rude” lan¬ 
guage could attention be drawn to the historical role of a 
I great personality and to the contrast between the early times 
* and the new art of “making” derived from Italy and France. 
Something like the faint outlines of a rudimentary history of 
English literature can be discerned in the first appreciations 
of the roles of Chaucer and Gower by their successors and 
disciples, for example, in Lydgate’s, Occleve’s, and Dunbar’s 
well known verses in praise of their master, Chaucer.^ They 
all agree not only in claiming for him superiority to all other 
English poets but also in assigning to him (and to Gower) 
the historical role of the introducer of rhetoric and elo¬ 
quence to England. Not only do they know that Chaucer 
“illumined our rude speech”; he is also (as early as 1430) 
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coupled with Dante and Petrarch as a founder, establisher, 
and maker of English poetry.® But there is nothing in the 
scattered medieval dicta on literature which would point to 
any clearer concept of the development of literature, and 
literature, on the whole, remained too deeply imbedded 
either in the craft of rhetoric or in the general learning of 
the age to receive much specific consideration. 

No appreciable change came until the advent of Human ¬ 
ism and the Renaissance. Rhetoric and poetics assumed sud¬ 
denly a central importance in the whole system of human 
values. The poet ceased to be the handmaid of nature. He 
became one who, “lifted up with the vigour of his own in¬ 
vention, doth grow in effect another nature.” ® Patriotism, 
though existing long before, now took pride in the scholarly 
and poetical achievements of its own nation in competition 
with the great men of classical antiquity. The Herald of 
England in a debate with France boasted of such famous 
“clerks and orators” as Chaucer, Gower, Lydgate, Linacre, 
Latimer, Coverdale.*^ The Reformation stressed and increased 
the feeling of difference from the continent and the medieval 
tradition radiating from Rome. The Christian philosophy 
of history, with the Last Judgment as the foreordained end, 
receded into the background, while new conceptions began 
to penetrate from abroad. The classical idea of a general de¬ 
cay of nature and man, though still alive throughout the 
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, had little practical im¬ 
portance for the conceptions of literature. But the concept 
of progress began to emerge with all the generous hopes 
which animated a time of expansion and political victories. 
Bacon, who argued that the old times are in reality the youth 
of the world and that the present time is therefore wiser and 
more mature, was merely giving the clearest expression to a 
widespread notion.® The condemnation of the “rude and 
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barbarous” Middle Ages was almost universal, and many 
authors, like Gabriel Harvey, hailed with pride the greatness 
of their own age, “the golden age to flourish now.” ® 

The rudiments of literary history began to be established. 
The Reformation not only awakened a new form of patriot¬ 
ism, but also excited interest in early English history which 
was searched for proofs of English learning and wisdom. 
Even enthusiastic Protestants realized that the dissolution 
of the monasteries and the dispersal of their libraries neces¬ 
sitated a quick salvaging of anything that could be saved. 
These were the main motives that inspired the work of 
Leland and Bale. Thus Bale in his preface to Leland’s Labo- 
riom Journey (1549) notes that “the proud Italians have al¬ 
ways holden us for a barbarous nation... whereas if we had 
set our antiquities abroad,” they must have “named Britain, 
a mother, a nurse, and a maintainer, not only of worthy men, 
but also of most excellent wits.” Of course these two great 
antiquaries were not primarily interested in literature, and 
still less in anything which could be called belles lettres. 
They rather continued and amplifled the medieval tradition 
of the catalogue of writers which became the nucleus of the 
series of biographies and led logically to the form of John¬ 
son’s Lives of the Poets or Henry Morley’s English Writers. 

John Leland’s catalogue of some six hundred names, writ¬ 
ten about 1545, was the earliest one, though it was not 
printed until 1709, by Anthony Hall. From Leland all the 
others derive either directly or indirectly. Leland has, at 
least, the germ of a historical conception not only in the use 
of an approximate chronological order, but also in his rather 
naive attempts to discover the origin of literature in the 
Bards and Druids. His conception of English literature is 
the broadest possible, since it includes anything written in 
any language in the British Isles: the Welsh bards, the 



MIDDLE AGES AND RENAISSANCE 5 

Anglo-Saxon poets, the Latin church-writers and the Eng¬ 
lish poets; but in practice, of course, theologians prevailed 
and Chaucer, Richard Rolle of Hampole, Gower and a few 
others are only islands in a sea of medieval church-writers 
and ‘‘learned” men. 

The same is more or less true of John Bale’s two cata¬ 
logues, printed in the sixteenth century (1548 and 1557), 
and of his index, which was not published until 1902. The 
index, which represents the raw materials used in the 
later book, is alphabetical and therefore innocent of any 
historical viewpoint. Bale’s earlier Swmnarium (1548), 
though partly based on Leland, shows a less scholarly mind 
than his predecessor’s. Not only is the Reformation spirit 
with its virulent anti-Catholicism much more conspicuous 
(as one would expect from the author’s experiences), but 
also a naive genealogy, from Samothes Gigas, the brother of 
Homer, including the Egyptian Osiris, mars the early parts, 
and a childish endeavour to swell the number of names listed 
to six hundred with divisions into “centuries” characterizes 
Bale’s mind as essentially medieval. This is true in spite of 
the fact that he includes for the first time (or at least in the 
same year as George Lily’s Vironim aliquot in Britannia 
Elogia, 1548) a series of humanist biographies, not forgetting 
Leland and himself. The much larger Catalogtis of 1557 is 
merely an expansion brought up to nine hundred writers, in¬ 
cluding some of the newest ones like Princess Elizabeth and 
containing much new extraneous matter such as a list of 
Church fathers, popes, emperors, etc. But in the second part, 
added in 1559, the extension to Irish and Scottish writers 
is significant though sketchy in performance, and one must 
always acknowledge the wealth of fairly accurate biograph¬ 
ical and bibliographical information supplied by these cata¬ 
logues. 
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But fuller and livelier biographies of literary men can be 
found in the sixteenth century elsewhere than in the dry 
catalogues of Leland and Bale. Of course, only rarely are 
these figures considered as men of literature; there is prac¬ 
tically no literary criticism in the many individual lives of 
the period, some of which were reaching out to a psycho¬ 
logical interpretation of personality. George Lily’s Virorum 
aliquot in Britannia Elogia (1548) is in the true humanist 
tradition of eulogy. A series of lives of Colet, William Lily 
(the author’s father), Linacre, Grocyn, Fisher, More, Lati¬ 
mer, etc., follows the familiar pattern, treating “family, first 
instruction, university, travel, last illness, and death.” Similar 
lives of individual writers like Speght’s well-known Life of 
Chaucer (1598) are modelled on the same Renaissance for¬ 
mula, but only in a few appear anything like literary consid¬ 
erations: Assheton’s Life of William Whitaker^ for exam¬ 
ple, describes his writings as “res gestae” in martial meta¬ 
phors. But life and literary criticism remain entirely unrelated, 
and the life and criticism themselves float in vacuo, A 
genre, however, had been established, which became one of 
the main traditions of literary-historical form in England, 
though most of the books discussed were written in Latin 
and treated writers outside the main tradition of English lit¬ 
erature. 

The same patriotic motive which inspired the work of Le¬ 
land and Bale stimulated also the Anglo-Saxon studies of the 
Elizabethans. But it was combined with a desire to prove 
that there was a distinct vernacular Church in England be¬ 
fore Rome had established its predominance. The leading 
spirit of the group. Archbishop Parker, collected Anglo- 
Saxon manuscripts which he later gave to Corpus Christ! 
College at Cambridge. He must have suggested the first pub¬ 
lication, A Testimonie of Antiquitie (1567), which reprinted 
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Aelfric’s sermon for Easter Day, which was directed against 
the doctrine of transubstantiation, and quoted the Lord’s 
Prayer, creed, and commandments in Anglo-Saxon. John 
Foxe in the second edition (1570) of his widely read Acts 
and Monuments used and quoted this little book and praised 
Aelfric. Foxe also wrote the Preface to the edition of the 
Anglo-Saxon Gospels, prepared by John Joscelyn, Parker’s 
assistant, in 1577. There it is argued that the new Church is 
“no new reformation of things lately begun, but rather a re¬ 
duction of the Church to the pristine state of old con¬ 
formity.” A reprint of Asser’s Latin L/fe oj Alfred fol¬ 
lowed in 1574. William Lambarde had published the first 
collection of Anglo-Saxon laws in 1568. It has recently been 
discovered that several passages in this collection are inter¬ 
polations and additions dating from the Elizabethan age, a 
striking proof that some Elizabethan, probably Laurence 
Nowell, knew Anglo-Saxon well enough to escape detection 
even under the searching eyes of nineteenth century scholar¬ 
ship.^^ 

Besides the Archaionomia, Lambarde or Nowell translated 
also “Ohthere’s Voyages” from Alfred’s Orosiiis for Hak¬ 
luyt’s great collection of Voyages (1589). Camden in his 
Remains printed two versions of the Lord’s Prayer in Anglo- 
Saxon with three other versions from the times of Henry II, 
Henry III, and Richard II, outlining the stages of develop¬ 
ment through which the English language had passed in the 
early Middle Ages. Most of these writers wanted to forge 
weapons in the polemical struggle with Roman Catholicism, 
but they incidentally aroused some genuine interest in Anglo- 
Saxon civilization and established a tradition of Old English 
studies which has never been completely interrupted. 

There was no Middle English scholarship in the sixteenth 
century, even in the sense in which we can use the word in 
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speaking of the Anglo-Saxon revival. But at least a tradition 
of printing Middle English poetry and prose was established 
when Caxton and his followers published Chaucer, Gower, 
Langland, Lydgate, and Malory. Among the editions of 
Chaucer, William Thynne’s (1532) and Thomas Speght’s 
(1598) collated manuscripts, and Speght’s contained a glos¬ 
sary. William Thynne’s son, Francis, irked by the aspersions 
cast on his father’s edition by Speght, wrote a tract, known 
as the Animadversions (1598). This little book which un¬ 
fortunately was not printed till 1810 can be regarded as the 
beginning of textual criticism on early English poetry. It 
corrects mistakes in Speght’s biography and glossary, and 
suggests also definite emendations; it discusses all too briefly 
the Chaucer canon and refers to John of Salisbury as the 
source of the prologue to the Wi^e of Bathes Tale}^ Thus, 
in the form of desultory criticisms on an edition, scholarly 
standards of editing were at least proclaimed and postulated. 

We come much nearer to the living literature of the time 
in considering Elizabethan literary criticism. Criticism in 
England, as all over Europe, was, of course, mainly rhetorical 
and metrical. Thomas Wilson’s Arte of Rhetorique (1553) 
is generally considered the earliest substantial work in Eng¬ 
lish on criticism. It is strictly devoted to questions of oratory 
and diction and borrows largely from Cicero and Quintilian. 
It contains a few remarks on the history of rhetoric during 
the Middle Ages, referring to St. Augustine and to the elo¬ 
cution of the minstrels and Ausonius.^® 

The later rhetoric books of the Elizabethan age, especially 
Webbe’s (1586) and Puttenham’s (1587), two most com¬ 
prehensive treatises, codify the historical knowledge current 
at the time. The sketches from classical literature (or rather 
lists of names) have been called rightly “but shreds of Ho- 
ratian tradition or patchworks of Renaissance commentary.” 
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But the view of the history of English poetry contained or 
implied in them is necessarily more original and in itself not 
insignificant. The idea emerges of a uniform progress to¬ 
wards the glories of the present age: Surrey, Wyatt, and 
sometimes Lord Vaux had been early added to the roll of 
honour of English poets,but the conception of uniform 
progress can be found in full bloom only in Webbe. He 
knows no memorable work written by “any poet in our 
English speech until twenty years past” and has nothing 
but contempt for the “brutish” poetry of rhyming which 
disgraced the Middle Ages.^® In reality the harshness of this 
judgment is mitigated by his praise of Chaucer and by the 
curious exemption he makes for Piers Plowmariy that it 
was not written in rhyme and was therefore presumably 
nearer to Elizabethan blank verse and the Latin hexameter. 
But Puttenham, while enumerating, rhetoric-wise, the best 
examples in every genre of poetry, gives something more 
than a mere roll-call. His stress on the importance of Wyatt 
and Surrey as the “first reformers of our English metre and 
style” is nothing very remarkable and is well in line with 
the almost established conception of a uniform advance of 
English poetry, at that time largely understood as a refine¬ 
ment and regularization of diction and metre. More striking 
is Puttenham’s attempt at a historical defence of rhyme, 
which includes an appeal to its existence in the poetry of 
American savages (derived from an Italian source) and im¬ 
plies the notion of a universal popular poetry from which 
Greek and Roman poetry is merely a deviation. Here can be 
discerned something like the dualism between primitive na¬ 
tional poetry and the art of Greece and Rome which ulti¬ 
mately led to the distinction between Romantic and Classic. 
Puttenham seems to show some comprehension of the di¬ 
versity of national traditions when he discusses Latin rhym- 
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ing poetry in the Middle Ages. The “humours and appetites 
of men” appear “diverse and changeable . . . also in their 
learnings and arts,” from which conception something like 
a modern historical tolerance would seem to follow. Actu¬ 
ally, however, the sketch of English poetry from Chaucer to 
Sidney is again conceived as a uniform advance, and the 
ethos behind Puttenham’s consciousness of the difference of 
English poetry is purely patriotic and nationalistic. It is an 
argument that English poetry is older and more original, 
“coming by instinct of nature,” with no clear recognition 
of the far-reaching deductions which might have been made. 
But patriotism and nationalism were most important factors 
in the establishment of literary history, as they helped to 
create the concept of an independent national tradition and 
turned men’s minds towards the search for an honorific past. 

Samuel Daniel’s Defence of Rime (published in 1607) 
shows an even stronger feeling for the historical process in 
literature. He mentions the Turks and Arabs, the Slavs and 
Hungarians as using rhymes; he appeals to the value of tra¬ 
dition or the “approbation of many ages”; he even has a 
good word for the Goths, Vandals, and Langobards and 
mentions a civilized China which has never heard of Greece 
and Rome. He speaks of literary standards as “things that are 
continually in a wandering motion, carried with the violence 
of our uncertain likings, being but only the time that gives 
them their power,” and concludes rather wistfully: “This 
inordinate desire of innovation is but a character of that per¬ 
petual revolution which we see to be in all things that never 
remain the same: and we must herein be content to submit 
ourselves to the law of time, which in few years will make all 
that for which we now contend, Nothing.” Though these 
and similar passages show an extraordinary awareness of the 
passage of time, Daniel’s main argument is not historical at all 
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but rather an appeal to the eternal law of nature. “Custom 
and Nature: both defend rhyme.” “Custom that is before 
Law: Nature that is above all art.” Greece and Rome are no 
absolute authorities, because men are everywhere and all the 
time the same: a point of view which is exactly the opposite 
to any truly historical one. “We are the children of nature 
as well as they,” he argues and so are the barbarians that have 
some special talents, e.g., in government, which prove them 
“not without judgment though without Greek and Latin.” 
“There is but one learning, which omnes gentes habent in 
cordibus suis, one and the self-same spirit that worketh in 
all.” The differences of different times are, therefore, only 
slight and superficial; a basic sameness makes anything like a 
real progress or even change essentially unreal—Nothing. 
Daniel, in spite of his remarkable tolerance, is also a mind 
fundamentally unhistorical. The appeal to natural law re¬ 
mained an unhistorical principle even throughout the eight¬ 
eenth century. 

The other Elizabethan critics never go even as far as Put- 
tenham or Daniel towards a general view of literary history. 
The natural-law argument is implied in all the many “de¬ 
fences” of poetry by proofs of its universality, which we 
find in Sidney and others. The constant parallels between 
English and classical authors (e.g., in Richard Carew’s 
Epistle and in Meres’ Falladis Taniia) do not show any com¬ 
parative point of view, but rather a naive patriotism which 
wants to match every single classical author with an English 
author who excelled in the same genre. Sir John Harington’s 
interesting defence of Ariosto (in the preface to his transla¬ 
tion of the Orlando FuriosOy 1591) does not imply the 
recognition of a different artistic principle in Ariosto from 
that of Homer. If Ariosto deviates from the principles laid 
down by Aristotle “it is sufficient defence to say, Ariosto 
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doth it.” But this obviously is not a defence of lawlessness 
or even of the originality of genius, but a proud claim that 
Ariosto is a classic who can establish precedents and new 
rules. Homer and Ariosto (like Ovid and Shakespeare in 
Meres) are visualized on the same plane, as living almost at 
the same time, with no consciousness of the gulf of ages and 
poetical traditions. Yet, in spite of the curiously original 
arguments in Puttenham and Daniel, literary conceptions in 
England were lagging behind those in Italy. This is only to 
be expected, as in most respects Elizabethan criticism is de¬ 
pendent on Italian Renaissance criticism. So far as the history 
of literature is concerned, no book was published in England 
which could be compared even with the historical parts of 
Crinitus, Scaliger, Gyraldus, or Patrizzi. In Webbe we find 
a short summary of Horace’s Epistle with its stress on the 
increase and eventual decay of the arts,®^ but this seems to 
be the only conception of change to be found in Elizabethan 
criticism. 

But there is one great exception; Bacon in his Advance¬ 
ment of Learning (and similarly, with important additions, 
in De Augmentis') formulates the ideal of literary history. 
It has been doubted whether Bacon included poetry in his 
scheme, or whether he did not think merely of a history of 
learning. But, even if one grant that he looked at literature 
mainly as a record of intellectual advance, his suggestions 
seem scarcely less important. A history of literature as a his¬ 
tory of the art of poetry was still something in the dim fu¬ 
ture, though conceptions of the advance of metrical refine¬ 
ment pointed the way. Bacon, for the first time in England, 
clearly conceived of literature as an expression of an age, and 
sketched even the methods by which such an evocation of 
the “spirit of an age” could be achieved: observation of the 
argument, style and method of presentation of individual 
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books, and the “flourishings, decays, depressions, oblivions 
and removes” of schools, sects, and traditions. No doubt 
Bacon contemplated chiefly an intellectual history of man¬ 
kind. He includes jurisprudence, mathematics, rhetoric, phi¬ 
losophy, etc., in his concept of learning, and he clearly rec¬ 
ognized the deficiencies of purely political and diplomatic 
history. He sees that the history of learning was necessary to 
complete the picture. “Without it the history of the world 
seemeth to me to be as the statue of Polyphemus with his 
eye out; that part being wanting which doth most show the 
spirit and life of the person.” But Bacon’s scheme, which 
again demonstrates the greatness of his fertile mind “brood¬ 
ing on things to come,” was unrealized. At least a century 
and a half elapsed before anything similar to his bold plan 
was attempted in England. Literary history in the seven¬ 
teenth century lost sight, or rather never caught sight, of the 
high aims which were put before it by one of the greatest 
English minds, and had to grope its way slowly through new 
and increasing accumulations of materials. 



CHAPTER TWO 


The Seventeenth Century 


The seventeenth century, which has been called the “his¬ 
torical” century, cannot claim this name in England, as Far 
as literary history is concerned. Methods of research in gen¬ 
eral historical scholarship improved beyond recognition. The 
names of Dugdale, Robert Brady, Henry Wharton, David 
Wilkins and many others still command the respect of mod¬ 
em scholars. But these advances concern almost wholly po¬ 
litical and ecclesiastical history. No real attempt at literary 
history can be recorded, and there is nothing even compa¬ 
rable to Continental work in this field. Nevertheless the cen¬ 
tury was not altogether barren; especially towards its end 
there appeared conceptions and knowledge of facts which 
took literature out of the vacuum of rhetoric and poetics and 
prepared a genuinely historical approach. 

In the main, the traditions established in the Renaissance 
continued with little change. But the little change which 
there was became important in the long run: both literary 
biography and criticism absorbed more and more matter 
strictly historical; their complete divorce, painfully evident 
in the sixteenth century, became less and less acute, and 
slowly there was prepared the union of the two forms which 
became one of the main traditional channels of English lit¬ 
erary history. Biography in the early part of the seven¬ 
teenth century simply continued the traditions established 
by Leland and Bale. John Pits’ Relationes Historicae de R^- 
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bus Anglicis (written before 1613, published in 1619) is 
merely a version of Bale differentiated by the Catholic out¬ 
look of the exiled writer (he died as a Dean at Liverdun, 
Lorraine). The early parts with Britus Troianus and Cam¬ 
bria formosa, are equally fantastic, but at least the writers arc 
carefully grouped according to calendar centuries. The viru¬ 
lence of the attack by Pits and his posthumous editor (W. 
Bishop) on Bale (“ut Idoli Bal ministrum facile dignoscas”) ^ 
was, after all, only retaliation, for Bale was aptly called by 
Fuller “the angry wasp stinging all.” It is, however, not quite 
true that Pits was “the idle drone stealing all.” ^ In method 
he certainly does not constitute any advance, even if he con¬ 
tains original material on writers like Southwell and Cam¬ 
pion, and laboriously compiles the names of Englishmen who 
went to Paris University or entered the Benedictine order. 
Thomas Dempster’s list of Scottish writers (1620) is also lit¬ 
tle more than a “nomenclatura”; and so is Sir James Ware’s 
book on the Irish writers (1639), which, though more valu¬ 
able, is simply an expansion of the similar chapters in Bale, 
arranged according to calendar centuries. The biographies of 
Scottish writers including Langland, usually ascribed to 
David Buchanan, were published only in 1837 by the Banna- 
tyne Club.® All these books were in Latin, and the decisive 
step of writing biographical collections in English was taken 
only by Thomas Fuller. 

Before Fuller, however, the dramatist Thomas Heywood, 
in his Hierarchy of the Blessed Angels (1635) had promised 
“the Lives of all the Poets, foreign and modem, from the first 
before Homer, to the Novissimi and last, and what nation or 
language soever.” ^ Probably little was lost when the plan fell 
through, as the remarks which preceded and followed these 
announcements show that Heywood had collected merely 
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trivial anecdotes on the honours bestowed on poets and the 
calamities they had suffered. 

The anglicization was important not only because of the 
easier accessibility to ordinary readers, but also for the neces¬ 
sary consequences of this change: the Latin churchwriters 
of the Mid^e Ages receded into the background, and actual 
English literature came to the fore. Fuller’s early book, Abel 
Redivivtis (1651), shows the source of this inspiration. It 
obviously flows from Foxe’s highly popular Book of Mar¬ 
tyrs, though it has a more literary twist. It includes lives of 
Wycliffe, Colet, Tindale, Latimer, Foxe, Lancelot, Andrewes, 
etc. The Church History (1655) contained biographies 
of Chaucer and Bacon. The best-known Worthies of Eng¬ 
land (1662) is much more literary in matter, though nothing 
like literary history could emerge from a collection based on 
a topographical plan purposely “interlaced with many de¬ 
lightful stories.” While the book includes all kinds of 
“worthies,” seamen and cardinals, writers of chirurgy and 
musicians, it shows some critical spirit in rejecting the “trash” 
of the first “centuries” of Bale and Pits ® and a clear con¬ 
sciousness of the method adopted. The “ordering county- 
wise” is based on the conviction that ‘‘where is as essential as 
when to a man’s being,” and the program (though hardly 
carried out in practice) of showing that “each county is in- 
nated with particular genius” ® is important from our point 
of view, at least so far as it helped to take biography out of 
the thin air of Bale and give it a local habitation. A sense of 
connection with physical environment was a step towards 
historical interpretation. 

The honour of having founded English biographical lit¬ 
erary history must be reserved for Edward Phillips, Milton’s 
much maligned nephew. In an early Latin work, Tractatulus 
de Carmine Dramatico Foetanm Vetenm (1669), he had 
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attempted something like a general sketch of literary history. 
He deals pretty fully with his ostensible topic, Greek and 
Latin tragedy, but then he rests satisfied with enumerating 
the mere names of Italian, Dutch, and German poets (refer¬ 
ring only to those who have written in Latin). The English 
list is much fuller and states emphatically that English litera¬ 
ture begins only at the time of Dante and Petrarch. Poets are 
listed under the various reigns since Edward III, sometimes 
with meagre comment and sometimes also with very hazy 
chronological notions. Churchyard appears as a contempo¬ 
rary of Occleve, and Marlowe is listed under the reign of 
Charles I! But a list of English poets right up to Milton and 
Dryden was at last established, longer and fuller than any¬ 
where else. 

This book served as the groundwork for the Theatrum po- 
etarum (1675) in English. The preface is an interesting testi¬ 
mony to the break in poetical tradition created by the Civil 
Wars. “Let us look back as far as about 30 or 40 years, and 
we shall find a profound silence of the poets, except of some 
few dramatists.” It testifies also to the contemporary ob¬ 
session with the “refinement” of the language and to the un¬ 
bounded belief i^i progress. Phillips argues against the neglect 
of poets who had written in a language then obsolete, by 
forecasting a “double refinement” in two or three ages hence 
which will make contemporary poetry equally incompre¬ 
hensible and antiquated. Phillips, of course, is against such 
time-serving, “What was vermn and hoTwm once continues 
to be so always”;® and he has fine words of praise for 
Chaucer, Spenser, and Shakespeare. The biographies of writ¬ 
ers which follow prove disappointing, however. They are ar¬ 
ranged alphabetically, according to the Christian names of 
the authors, and are largely derived from Bale, Pits, and 
Fuller. Their value is in the notes on recent writers (of whom 
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the youngest is Elkanah Settle) and in the oral tradition em¬ 
bodied in them. But their establishment of a choice of Eng¬ 
lish writers—English in language—was an important prece¬ 
dent. 

Phillips had remained satisfied with the dictionary ar¬ 
rangement, but this was at last discarded by William Win- 
stanley in his Lives of the most Famous English Poets 
(1687). We may despise Winstanley, with Sir Egerton 
Brydges, as a “contemptible scribbler originally a barber, 
who stole all the characters of the English poets out of Phil¬ 
lips’ book” or we may, with Haslewood, commend his “orig¬ 
inal information and entertaining anecdotes”;® a careful 
investigation of these claims is outside our purpose. But 
we must stress the importance of his having laid the founda¬ 
tions of a biographical history of English literature. Here are 
the main English writers from Robert of Gloucester (who, 
even in Warton, figures as the first English author) down to 
Dryden, Etherege and Wycherley. We may deplore the fa¬ 
naticism of the comments on Milton, the “notorious traitor,” 
whose “memory will always stink”; but it is significant that 
we find quotations from Robert of Gloucester (extracted 
from Camden and Selden), from Lydgate, Occleve, Surrey, 
Wyatt, etc., the whole comprising an anthology which 
showed the way to many similar “ventures” of the eight¬ 
eenth century. 

From Winstanley there is a direct descent to Giles Jacob 
and Mrs. Cooper, and to Cibber’s and Johnson’s Lives. Just 
after Winstanley the biographical material concerning Eng¬ 
lish poets was immensely enriched by the anecdotes and data 
collected by Aubrey and Anthony Wood. Aubrey’s Brief 
Lives, accessible only since 1813, though used in MS by 
Wood, is arranged alphabetically and includes statesmen, 
soldiers, mathematicians, people of fashion, and personal 
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friends. The zeal for collecting information and the knack of 
acquiring gossip, fair and foul, of this “shiftless person, rov¬ 
ing and magotieheaded, and sometimes little better than 
crazed,” is that of a modern reporter. Anthony Wood’s 
Atheme Oxonienses: The History of the Writers of the 
University of Oxford, from the year of our Lord lyoo 
(1691-92) is a monument of minute seventeenth century 
learning, a mine which it took long to exhaust. But the book 
is limited by the fact that it records only the lives of Oxo¬ 
nians (or quasi-Oxonians) since 1500; and it extends, of course, 
far and wide beyond the region of fine literature. It is, in 
effect, an attempt at a biographical history of learning since 
the Renaissance, and the inclusion of many Cambridge men 
points to an ideal of completeness even beyond the super¬ 
imposed limits. But the literary comments are extremely 
meagre and there is no historical perspective, except in the 
contempt for the darkness of the Middle Ages, in which “all 
studies of human learning, all the best arts and sciences, lay 
wasted and neglected.” 

But before Winstanley’s book became the established 
model, other methods of collective biography were tried, 
which introduced new variations. There is William Cave’s 
Scriptorum Ecclesiasticorum Historia Literaria (1688)—as 
far as I know the first book by an Englishman to carry the 
name “Literary History” on its title-page. The Latin lan¬ 
guage and the limitation to theological writers are a rever¬ 
sion to the type of Bale. But as a new feature, the division 
into centuries, which are labelled with characteristic names 
like “Waldense” (the twelfth) or “Scholasticum” (the thir¬ 
teenth) and introduced by a “Conspectus” of ecclesiastical 
history, shows a stronger sense of the writers’ association 
with their respective times. Cave’s book ends with the thir¬ 
teenth century (which includes also Petrarch) but was con- 
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tinued up to 1517 on a similar plan by Dr. Henry Wharton. 
Cave, though calling his book a literary history, is not lit¬ 
erary in the modern sense; but Sir Thomas Pope Blount’s 
Censura Celebriomm Authorum (1690) is much more a his¬ 
tory of belles lettres. The preface is rather remarkable, for 
it expresses dissatisfaction with the merely biographical 
method and for the first time recognizes the disadvantages of 
the dictionary order. Blount arranges his authors chrono¬ 
logically because this alone makes it possible to observe 
“fluxus et refluxus doctrinae.” The actual performance is, 
however, disappointing; the book, which covers all the main 
literatures since Hermes Trismegistos (considered a contem¬ 
porary of Moses), is a mere scrapbook of quotations and 
opinions. English literature is scarcely represented, as little 
comment in Latin was available. But there are Chaucer, Bar¬ 
clay, Sidney, and the like, mostly buried under the mass of 
humanists and philologists who predominate. The scheme, 
a sort of history of world literature presented in short biog¬ 
raphies, looks to a future age, but the mere collection of the 
texts—without a single comment of the author—points back 
to the “encyclopaedic” learning of the early seventeenth 
century. 

Blount’s later book, De Re Poetica (1694), in English, is 
again a scrap-heap of extracts, arranged first under the head¬ 
ings of the different genres and then under an alphabetical 
list of authors, English and Continental. The list of English 
poets is fairly full; and, as far as one can judge from the ex¬ 
tracts, Blount accepted the current convention of English 
poetical history, with Chaucer as the first reformer and 
Waller as the ultimate refiner. That Blount was an ardent 
believer in progress is obvious from his essay directed against 
the theory of universal decay (in Essays, 1691), but his 
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books on literature are too impersonal, too much mere com¬ 
pilations, to have left a distinct trace behind them. 

Blount ranges over the whole of literature; Gerard Lang- 
baine in his Monms Triumpham (1688), and its expansion. 
An Account of the English Dramatick Poew (1691), narrows 
his field to the history of the drama. The book is an alpha¬ 
betical list, a good deal of which is necessarily based on 
Fuller and Wood and the trade-lists of plays prepared by 
various publishers, but it has considerable value as bib¬ 
liography and served as a basis for countless imitations.^* 
However, it is no literary history, though Charles Gildon in 
his refurbishment. The Lives and Characters of the English 
Dramatick Poets (1698), is a little too severe in saying that 
“Langbaine seems to have known nothing of the matter, to 
have little or no taste of dramatic poetry.”^® Langbaine’s 
original contribution is his full, or fairly full, list of sources, 
which he calls “thefts” or “plagiaries,” and which it must 
have taken considerable time and pains to collect. Collective 
biography, then, had in Winstanley arrived at something like 
a scheme of specifically English literary history and in 
Blount at a scheme of something like universal literary his¬ 
tory. But the actual performances were still mere catalogues 
of one kind or another and the materials quite isolated, so 
that many decades had to elapse before these schemes were 
filled out with the proper flesh and blood of true history. 

This development was made possible by the independent 
growth of biography, antiquarianism, and criticism. Biog¬ 
raphy, even in the seventeenth century, largely remained 
“vacuum” biography, in Carlyle’s term. Lives like Greville’s 
Sidney (written about 1610) or even Sprat’s Cowley (1668) 
are little more than sententious eulogies with scarcely any 
literary matter. In Fulke Greville there is, at least, an allusion 
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to the distinction between classical and modem tragedy, and 
Sprat mentions the rise of Cowley’s interest in poetry and 
speaks of the “likeness and the impression of the same 
mind” in the most diverse of his writings. In John Gau- 
den’s Life of Hooker (1662) there is some literary discussion 
on style and matter. But all this is merely incidental, and the 
best biographies of the seventeenth century, Izaak Walton’s 
four little classics, treat their heroes as saints and models of 
conduct and not as literary figures. The same is true also of 
Gilbert Burnet’s Life of Rochester (1680), which makes of 
Rochester only a warning to sinners. More literary consid¬ 
erations can be found only in Dryden’s Life of Plutarch 
(1683) where the works and their style have a place within 
the biographical scheme. Literary criticism and biography 
are there in simple juxtaposition. But new elements were 
being introduced into biography by devious ways: by the 
subtler introspection of diaries and autobiographies, by the 
general rise of psychology which, later in the eighteenth 
century, developed criteria of ultimate importance for lit¬ 
erary history. 

The antiquarian study of Anglo-Saxon remained even 
further outside the main tendency towards literary history. 
But, at least, the tradition was not interrupted even by the 
Civil Wars. William L’Isle, having struggled through High 
and Low Dutch, Middle English, and Middle Scots to ac¬ 
quire some knowledge of the language, published a treatise 
by Aelfric in 1623. Sir Henry Spelman established the first 
lectureship in Anglo-Saxon at Cambridge in 1623 and edited 
a sort of encyclopaedia of Anglo-Saxon law which con¬ 
tained the first Anglo-Saxon glossary. His son, John Spel¬ 
man, wrote a life of King Alfred and edited the Anglo-Saxon 
Psalter (1640) very carefully, with good collations. Abra¬ 
ham Wheloc, the first holder of the lectureship, edited Bede 
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with portions of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle (1643), and re- 
edited Lambarde’s edition of the Laws (1644) with further 
portions of the Chronicle. His successor, William Somner, 
is the author of the first Anglo-Saxon-Latin-English Dic¬ 
tionary (1659), and its preface contains the first account of 
earlier Anglo-Saxon scholarship. Interest in Anglo-Saxon 
was stimulated by the Hollander Franciscus Junius, who 
published Caedmon in 1655 at Amsterdam and the Gothic 
Bible in 1665 at Dortrecht. Thomas Marshall, who later be¬ 
came the teacher of Hickes, edited the Anglo-Saxon trans¬ 
lation of the four gospels, in the same volume. 

But interest in the language began definitely to revive 
only when a new lectureship had been established, this time 
at Queen’s College, Oxford, in 1679. The leading spirit of 
the group was George Hickes, of Lincoln College, whose 
Anglo-Saxon Grammar (1689) was later incorporated al¬ 
most unchanged in his great Thesaurus (1705). The first 
holder of the lectureship, William Nicolson, edited a His¬ 
torical Library, surveying the older British historians; his 
successor, Edmund Gibson, published the Anglo-Saxon 
Chronicle (1692) in full for the first time, with a Latin 
translation; and Christopher Rawlinson edited Alfred’s 
translation of hoethius (1698). Edward Thwaites’s edition 
of the Anglo-Saxon Heptateuch (1698) contains Jttdith, 
which is, however, printed as prose and not recognized as a 
poem. This is typical of seventeenth century Anglo-Saxon 
scholarship; it is still completely unliterary: disguised in a 
Latin dress, it turns to law, history, and theology. The old 
polemical spirit of the Elizabethan antiquarians has disap¬ 
peared. Little more was now done than editing, translating, 
and compiling grammars and dictionaries. But the seven¬ 
teenth century prepared the ground and the material for the 
later development which reached its culmination in the 
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nineteenth-century consciousness of the Anglo-Saxon foun¬ 
dations of English literature. 

It is in literary criticism, however, that the gradual 
awakening of the historical sense can be felt most clearly. 
Literary criticism in England was almost stagnant for the 
first three quarters of the century, at least from the special 
point of view which we are considering. But it began to 
stir with sudden rapidity towards the end of the century, 
partly under the impact of Continental influences after the 
Restoration and partly through the advent of a few out¬ 
standing personalities like Rymer, Dryden, and Temple, 
who became the first English critics in any more technical 
sense of the term. These writers (together with a few minor 
figures) reflected the changed atmosphere that was reaching 
England from the Continent. The consideration of abstract 
poetics and rules gave way slowly to an analysis of the sub¬ 
jective impression of the reader or critic. This process of 
the “psychologization” of aesthetics has often been de¬ 
scribed, though usually with an unduly favourable stress on 
its value.^^ The new terms “gusto,” “taste,” “je ne sais quoi,” 
and the like, important as they were as solvents of dogmatic 
neo-classicism, did not dispose of any problems, but rather 
fostered an anarchy of standards and a disregard for the 
actual work of art, though the extreme results of this atti¬ 
tude became a positive bane to genuine literary history only 
in the nineteenth century. The compromise solution of a 
“standard of taste,” which comes from La Bruy^re and 
Shaftesbury, temporarily retarded this tendency, which, of 
course, was only one of the many aspects of the great shift¬ 
ing of values from uniformity and generality towards indi¬ 
viduality and diversity. 

Far more important from the point of view of literary his¬ 
tory was the whole movement of literary “Whiggery” which 
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protested against the compliance with narrow rules and led 
to conceptions which can be described as “relativist.’’ Dog^ 
matism was being undermined by some sort of recognition 
that other ages had standards and viewpoints of their own. 
But “relativism” as such was not necessarily a preparation 
for the historical approach, though obviously it removed 
obstacles from the way. It frequently led rather to barren 
scepticism, to a mere assertion of despair, to the old and 
essentially vicious maxim of De gustibus non est disputandum. 
Besides, many pronouncements which in theory recognize 
the different standards of other nations and periods do not 
necessarily imply any real capacity for analyzing or under¬ 
standing this difference. So neither the theory of taste nor 
relativism, which has frequently been misnamed the “his¬ 
torical point of view,” were in themselves directly favour¬ 
able to the rise of literary history.^® 

Genuine literary history became possible only when two 
main concepts began to be elaborated: individuality and de¬ 
velopment. These are complementary, since there is no un¬ 
derstanding of historical individuality without a knowledge 
of its development, while, on the other hand, there is no 
true historical development outside a series of individualities. 
We must not, of course, understand individuality as referring 
only to the person of the poet. A comprehension of the 
uniqueness of a work of art increased with the new demands 
on “originality” or “invention.” The old communism of 
subject-matter broke down, and “imitation” became slowly 
a term of reproach. A book like Langbaine’s lists of “thefts” 
and “plagiaries” shows how sharply the so-called unorigi¬ 
nality of an older period was suddenly felt. The individ¬ 
uality of the poet was also stressed more and more: ano¬ 
nymity and community of authorship decline, at least in the 
higher ranges of literature; and the “genius” and “inspira- 
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tion” of the writer comes more and more to be regarded as 
the essential factor in the creation of literature. “Creative” 
or “creation” are only other terms for the same concept. 
This sense of individuality and its value began to be ex¬ 
tended also to types of art; the national peculiarities of one 
literary tradition began to be stressed in opposition to an¬ 
other; one type of ^ama was for the first time contrasted 
with another. The individuality of different epochs became 
recognized; the “spirit of the age” was such a new term much 
used in later analysis of the peculiar characteristics of each 
successive period in history. 

Literature, besides, was slowly taken out of its vacuum 
and ceased to be a mere text for poetics. This was a neces¬ 
sary corollary of the growing sense of individuality, which 
cannot be comprehended or described except in its context 
or in contrast to some environment. Environment was first 
conceived during the seventeenth century in terms of physi¬ 
cal climate. This was an unfortunate starting point, far away 
from the actualities of literary environment, but it led to 
considerations of the social milieu and the spiritual atmos¬ 
phere. People began to discuss the influence of social stabil¬ 
ity, of peace or war, of liberty and decadence in literature; 
thus the concept of “national character” as a determining 
factor in literary creation was slowly taking shape. 

Development, or at least a movement and change in time, 
was, however, the main concept which made literary his¬ 
tory possible. Before the seventeenth century, with a few 
exceptions, Greece and Rome were considered as being on 
the same plane as contemporary England. Virgil and Ovid, 
Homer and Pindar, were discussed as almost contemporary 
writers. The germ of the concept of historical development 
is in the idea of progress which we have traced back to the 
Renaissance. But the idea of progress in itself was not suffi- 
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dent to make literary history possible. It merely implied a 
uniform advance towards one ideal of perfection either in 
the present or in a more distant future; it rather tended to 
increase the contempt for the past and obliterated any dis¬ 
tinction, except that of uniform improvement in the same 
kind, of the regularity of metre. Also the old idea of a 
“circular progress” implied an inevitable process of advance 
and decline, which it is difficult to reconcile with the actual 
diversity of the historical process. The modern concept of 
development could only arise when the idea of independent, 
individual, national literatures had become established and 
accepted. 

At first, this process of growth was naturally conceived 
in close analogy with the ideas of contemporary biology. 
Literary evolution was “evolution” in the literal Latin sense 
of the term, a mere drawing-out of what was implicitly con¬ 
tained in the germ; it was a fixed and inevitable process of 
differentiation or of growth and decay. Such ideas did 
violence to the actual complex diversity of the literary 
process; but the problem was at least faced and formulated. 
This recognition of the diversity of different national tradi¬ 
tions and their divergent courses of evolution was again only 
possible when past literature had been rediscovered and rad¬ 
ically revalued. The slow opening-up of the treasures of 
Nordic poetry and the gradual unearthing of the older 
Romance literatures were broadening the literary horizon 
beyond the confines of the tradition descending from classi¬ 
cal antiquity to the Renaissance. This formerly despised 
and therefore unexplored past began to be appreciated, at 
first with many reservations, and then so enthusiastically as 
to be exalted at the expense of the present. 

This process was closely bound up with the spread of 
primitivism, a point of view which had never died out com- 
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pletely, because it was connected with such religious be¬ 
liefs as the golden age and the decay of nature.^® It should, 
however, be stressed that the “historicity” of a given literary 
phenomenon was felt for a long time merely as a limitation 
and drawback and was usually used only as an apology for 
the “faults” of older poetry and for its violations of the 
“eternal,” rational system of classical antiquity. A narrative 
literary history became possible only when this dawn of the 
historical sense had brightened to a full day. The process 
which has been sketched here in abstract modern terms ex¬ 
tends throughout the whole of the eighteenth century. All its 
main elements were present even in the latter half of the 
seventeenth century, though they were scattered in casual 
pronouncements and their consequences were realized only 
dimly by their authors or transmitters. In the eighteenth cen¬ 
tury, however, the different strands became disentangled, 
the consciousness of the novelty of the new outlook and 
criteria increased, and slowly the new conceptions began to 
permeate and eventually to transform the traditional pres¬ 
entation of literary knowledge. 

The subjective character that literary criticism was assum¬ 
ing in the seventeenth century can best be illustrated by the 
contrast between Rymer and Dryden. Rymer, in his Trage¬ 
dies of the Last Age (1677), uses a hard-and-fast ideal of 
drama as a measuring and chastising rod against the older 
English drama. A rational plot which would resist all criti¬ 
cism on grounds of probability, decorum, and poetic jus¬ 
tice becomes the standard. Any appreciation on grounds of 
effect is expressly rejected. Critics who employ such meth¬ 
ods seem to Rymer “a kind of stage-quacks and empericks 
in Poetry who have got a receit to please.” His criticism 
of Shakespeare and Beaumont and Fletcher, well known for 
its carping literal-minded rationalism, is merely an applica- 
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tion of this principle. Dryden’s two answers ^ argue against 
Rymer’s dogmatism from the point of view of the reader’s or 
spectator’s psychology. It is empirically proved that “those 
plays which Rymer arraigns have moved both those pas¬ 
sions (pity and terror) in a high degree.” The poet’s busi¬ 
ness is to please the audience. 

This point of view is an easy transition to arguments 
against the universal validity of the rules and in favour of a 
standard relative to time and place. Objections to the rules 
can be found in Oldham, Butler, Gildon, and many other 
writers of the time.^® Dryden argues against Rymer that the 
“climate, the age, the disposition of the people, to whom a 
poet writes, may be so different that what pleased the 
Greeks would not satisfy an English audience.”** John 
Dennis, in rejecting Rymer’s model of tragedy, shows how 
inextricably this relativism was bound up with a clearer re¬ 
alization of literature’s connection with its environment. 
“For setting up the Grecian method amongst us with suc¬ 
cess it is absolutely necessary to restore not only their re¬ 
ligion and their polity, but to transport us to the same 
climate in which Sophocles and Euripides writ.” It is not 
necessary to acaimulate further instances; they all point to 
the growth of an understanding of individuality, whether of 
a work of art, of a poet, or of a period, a type of style, or a 
national tradition. 

The spread of “originality” and “genius” as terms of ap¬ 
proval has been traced in detail,*® and it is certainly no 
chance that Dennis was the foremost exponent of the “in¬ 
spiration” theory. But for our immediate purpose the collec¬ 
tive conceptions are far more important. “The spirit of the 
age” was such a concept which crystallized notions of his¬ 
torical individuality; it was used by Bacon, Bouhours, and 
Dryden.*'^ Dryden speaks of it in the Essay of Drtmtatic 
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Poesy (1668), where he argues that the “genius of every 
age is different,” but apparently he does not yet under¬ 
stand the concept in the modern (Voltairian) sense of a 
pervading temper common to all cultural activities at a 
given time, but rather believes it to be the dominance of one 
particular kind of human endeavour in any one period. 
“Every age has a kind of universal genius, which inclined 
those that live in it to some particular studies.” In Greece 
it was the genius for the drama, in his own age the absorb¬ 
ing interest in natural science. But in speaking of Shake¬ 
speare and Fletcher as having written to the “genius of the 
age in which they lived,” Dryden assumes a sort of pre- 
established harmony between the successful author and his 
age, which hints at the important concept of the poet’s 
“representativeness” for his time and nation. 

The concept of a uniquely national style of writing is also 
frequently suggested at this time, again especially in Dryden. 
Neander’s defence of the Elizabethans in the Essay points to¬ 
wards a double standard for the drama. The regularity and 
perfection of the French stage is contrasted with the “soul 
of poetry” in the English.®^ A parallel is drawn between the 
beauties of a statue, representing the French drama, and the 
beauty of a man, representing the English tradition. Here is 
the germ of such “romantic” concepts as the contrast be¬ 
tween organic and inorganic form or between statuesque 
and picturesque art, which can be found in England for the 
first time in Coleridge. Obviously one should not press too 
far Dryden’s suggestions of a greater “masculine vigour” 
and fancy in the English drama; their psychological source 
is often merely patriotic self-assertion, and in the whole 
body of Dryden’s criticism they do not take up a really 
central position. Usually Dryden’s discussion of French 
versus English drama is quite unhistorical, the arguments in 
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favour of the English drama being merely patriotic, as in 
the passage where he refuses to be tried by the laws of an¬ 
other country “since it seems unjust that the French should 
prescribe till they have conquered.” “ Also to Rymer’s criti¬ 
cism of the Elizabethans Dryden objected later (1693) that 
“it aims at the destruction of our poetical church and state.” 
According to the needs of the moment he turns against 
Elizabethan practices or attacks French conventions, and 
his own practice again is widely different either from that 
of Shakespeare and Jonson or from that of the French.®* 
But nationalism and speculations on national character 
(common in an age of character-writing) were an impor¬ 
tant factor in increasing the consciousness of national differ¬ 
ences in the literary field. Rymer’s introduction to Rapines 
Reflections on Aristotle's Treatise of Poesie (1674) com¬ 
pares the different European languages in order to arrive at 
arguments for the superiority of the English language and 
English literature in general. Also the elaborate parallels 
among descriptions of night, quoted from Apollonius, Virgil, 
Tasso, Marino, Chapelain, and Le Moyne, which culminate 
in praise of a passage from Dryden’s Indian Emperor, though 
partly derived from Scaliger, serve merely to bolster an 
argument inspired largely by patriotic assumptions.*® 

The increased consciousness of the dependence of liter¬ 
ature on its environment was possibly of equal importance 
for the future of literary history. Unfortunately the critics 
of the seventeenth century started with the most remote and 
intangible influence on any literature, the climate. A smooth 
^ain of caus es and cons equences was construed easily 
enough: a certain climate gives rise to a certain temper in a 
nation, and that produces certain types of institutions, which 
in their turn either favour or hamper the development of 
literature. v 
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The influence of the climate on society is, of course, an 
old commonplace dating back to Plato, Aristotle, Vitruvius, 
Vegetius, Hippocrates, and Strabo. We find it again in 
Bacon and Montaigne, and it was most thoroughly elabo¬ 
rated by Bodin.®® Throughout the seventeenth century the 
idea was echoed in England, for instance by Peacham, Bar¬ 
clay, Cowley, and Dryden; it is implied in Milton’s invoca¬ 
tion at the beginning of the ninth book of Paradise Lost, 
and it became one of the stock ideas of French critics like 
Bouhours, Fontenelle, and F6nelon.®^ The most elaborate 
statement of the theory in England is Sir William Temple’s 
attempt in his essay Of Poetry (1690) to account for the 
(real or alleged) superiority of English comedy. This is ex¬ 
plained by the diversity of English “humours,” and the 
English propensity for humour is in its turn explained by 
the variable climate, “the native plenty of our soil, the un¬ 
equalness of our climate, as well as the ease of our govern¬ 
ment, and the liberty of professing opinions and factions— 
plenty begets wantonness and pride; wantonness is apt to 
invent and pride scorns to imitate. Liberty begets stomach 
or heart, and stomach will not be constrained. Thus we have 
more originals, and more that appear that they are: we have 
more humour, because everyjjian fqllows his own, and takes 
a pleasure, perhaps a pride, to show i^ Not only the indi¬ 
vidualism of the Englishman but his alleged instability is 
ascribed to this same thing. “We are not only more unlike 
one another than any nation I know, but we are more unlike 
ourselves too at several times, and owe to our very air some 
ill qualities as well as many good.” 

The particular formulas used by Temple, with their easy 
personifications and sniooth chains^ of capses and-effects, 
may seem naive today, but a real question had been asked 
which has never since then disappeared from literary studies. 
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Temple’s explanation must have appealed to his contempo¬ 
raries very much, as it was, with slight modifications, 
repeated by Swift, Farquhar, Congreve, and Steele.®* Con¬ 
greve, for instance, fembellisRes it by adducing the big con¬ 
sumption of meat in England as a further cause of vigour 
and individualistic pride. The discussion quoted from Tem¬ 
ple shows clearly that the explanation of national literature 
by climate was inextricably interwoven with an explanation 
from the state of society. 

This social interpretation of literature was still far re- / 
moved from a genuine comprehension of the actual social 
forces behind literature. But literature was, at least, felt to be 
in close intfirielation with society. Sometimes even it was 
discovered that literature in its turn could be used as an 
elucidation of social history . The Historia Histrionica of 
James Wright (1^99) declares that “old plays will always 
be read by the curious if it were only to discover the man¬ 
ners and behaviour of several ages: and how they altered. 
For plays are exactly like portraits drawn in the garb and 
fashion of the time when painted;... in the several fashions 
of behaviour and conversation, there is as much mutability as 
in that of clwhe^” 

Dry den in his Discourse concerning the Origin/^ and 
Progress of Satire (1693) is also clearly conscious of the re¬ 
lation of the satirist to his own time. He prefers Juvenal to 
Horace, because “Horace had the disadvantage of the times 
in which he lived: they were better for the man, but.worse 
for the satirist.” But usually the influence of society on 
literature was stated more simply and crudely: peace and 
liberty are the prerequisites for any flowering of literature. 
Ovid and Virgil, of course, had praised the benefits of peace, 
and Bacon, Macchiavelli, and certainly many others re¬ 
peated this obvious remark.** Cowley deplores “this war- 
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like, various and tragical age which is the best to write of, 
but the worst to write in,”^® and Temple couples “long 
tranquillity of empire and government” with the advance¬ 
ment of knowledge and learning no less than with “exact 
Temperance in [the] races, great pureness of air and equal¬ 
ity of climate.” ** 

Liberty and letters had been closely associated by Longi¬ 
nus, and the idea was, with very different conceptions of the 
meaning of liberty, echoed by Milton and many others.^® It 
played an important part in the debates on the superiority 
of English humour and English literature in general over 
the French. Wotton is especially emphatic on the supposed 
close association of democracy and literature.^® Dennis and 
Shaftesbury were to make the most of this idea, which must, 
of course, always be understood in the context of the suc¬ 
cessful Whig revolution and its high expectations of an 
Augustan age, either in actual being or to come about in 
the near future.®’^ 

The idea of development is, however, at the very centre 
of the historical method. It could arise only when the static 
conception of the universe was breaking down. It would be 
outside the scope of this discussion to describe the process 
which replaced the closed world of antiquity by the diverse, 
imperfect, growing, and yet decaying world of modem con¬ 
ceptions.** The first idea of importance for the description 
of literature was that of a uniform progress. We have shown 
that it was in principle known already to the Renaissance.*® 
Its obverse was the idea of universal decay, which, partly 
for religious reasons, never died out completely, even late in 
the eighteenth century.®® Ben Jonson seems to have shared 
this view, and Henry Reynolds, who was interested in poetry 
primarily as a revelation of higher Platonic mysteries, speaks 
of the world as “decrepit, out of its age and doating estate.” ®^ 
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In practice, however, he knows, besides Chaucer, only fairly 
recent Elizabethan writers like Sidney, Spenser, Drayton 
and Daniel, whom he praises as secret philosophers to his 
taste. 

Henry Peacham, who, in his Compleat Gentleman (1622), 
attempted a survey of English literature as a guide for young 
gentlemen, looks back also to the golden age of Elizabeth 
and accordingly extracts most of his information from Put- 
tenham.®* He has the conventional ideas about the “fogs of 
ignorance and barbarism” of the Middle Ages and musters 
the usual names of Chaucer, Gower, Lydgate (who is sad¬ 
dled with the authorship of Fiers Plowman!), Hardyng, 
Skelton, Surrey, Wyatt, and the Elizabethans. In Michael 
Drayton’s roll-call of English poets in his verse epistle to 
Reynolds (1627), Chaucer and Sidney assume the place of 
the great reformers of the English language, and similar lists 
of improvers can be found through Oldham and Denham 
right up to Addison’s Account of the Greatest English 
Poets (1694). The complacent cocksureness of Addison’s 
remarks on Chaucer, the “merry bard,” and on Spenser, 
who “amused a barbarous age,” have been quoted frequently 
enough.®® Addisoi^ already voices the fable convenue of the 
time: that English poetry advanced steadily in refinement 
until it reached its perfection in Waller. 

This is not the place to describe the rise of Waller’s fame; 
he was, apparently, first singled out and elevated to a posi¬ 
tion parallel to that of Malherbe in France, in Soames’ 
translation of Boileau’s VArt poetique (1683), for which 
Dryden chose the English equivalents.®'* But in the Preface 
to the 1690 edition of Waller’s Poems, his claims were stated 
in the most extravagant way. Francis Atterbury, author of 
the Preface, says that Waller is the “parent of English verse 
and the first that showed our Tongue had Beauty and Num- 
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bers in it.” This view was accepted in substance by both 
Dryden and Rymer and became the foundation of their con¬ 
ception of the course of English literature. 

In Rymer’s Short View of Tragedy (1693) Chaucer is 
described as the first refiner of the language, though even 
after Chaucer it “retained something of the churl, something 
of the stiff and Gothish.” Rymer explains: “In Queen Eliza¬ 
beth’s time it grew fine, but came not to an head and spirit, 
did not shine and sparkle till Mr. Waller set it a-running. 
But one may observe by his Poem on the Ncevy, An. 1632, 
that not the language only but his poetry then distinguished 
him from all his contemporaries, both in England and in 
other nations: and from all before him upwards to Horace 
and Virgil.” ®® 

Dryden was a firm believer in progress and argued from 
the advancement in natural science to a possible flowering 
of the arts. “If natural causes be more known now than in 
the time of Aristotle, because more studied, it follows that 
poesy and other arts, may with the same pains, arrive still 
nearer perfection.” Thus Dryden rejects the idea of a 
decay in nature®® and in his Preface to the Fables (1700) 
describes the history of English poetry in these terms of an 
advance from Chaucer, who “first adorned and amplified 
our barren tongue,”®® through Spenser, Harington’s Or¬ 
lando, and Fairfax’s Tasso to the perfection of Waller and 
Denham. This conception of the history of English poetry 
was even then not accepted universally. Attacks on Waller, 
by Dennis®® and others show, however, the same funda¬ 
mental assumption of a uniform advance towards polish of 
style and regularity of metre, even though they do not agree 
as to the merits of the particular individuals. Only Temple 
in his Essay of Poetry (1690) is a radical dissenter. He de¬ 
plores the present “decline both of power and of honour” 
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of poetry compared with its “former heights,” and con¬ 
demns the attempts at smoothness of language and style.®^ 

But the idea of a uniform advance in technique and refine¬ 
ment was too tempting not to be accepted as the basis of 
an increasing number of sketches devoted to the history of 
individual genres. In Flecknoe’s Short Discourse of the Eng-- 
lish Stage (1664) a scheme is hinted at which conceives of 
Shakespeare as the “inventor of the dramatick style, upon 
whom Jonson refined, while Beaumont and Fletcher first 
writ in the heroic way, upon whom Suckling and others en¬ 
deavoured to refine again.” Rymcr’s Short View of Trag¬ 
edy (1693) contains a sketch of the general history of the 
drama, which stresses the classical revival in France and 
Italy. Rymer is curiously silent on the Spanish stage, and his 
information on early English drama is meagre enough. But 
at least he quotes a report on a miracle play from Stow, 
mentions Heywood’s interludes and Gascoigne, and is em¬ 
phatic in his praise of Gorboduc. “It might have been a 
better direction to Shakespeare and Ben Jonson than any 
guide they have had the luck to follow.” His further criti¬ 
cism of Beaumont and Fletcher and of Othello, that “bloody 
farce,” is obvioi,jsly quite unhistorical in all its suppositions 
and conclusions. He makes no attempt to correlate his 
analyses with any time-sequence of the dramas discussed. 

The same is true of Dryden’s frequent discussion of the 
older English drama. The emphasis is shifting; Dryden lays 
it more upon the Elizabethans (though with many reserva¬ 
tions and hesitations), but the praise he bestows on Jonson’s 
Silent Woman in preference to any other Elizabethan play 
shows that he did not himself transcend a narrow view of 
classical regularity in plot. Wright’s Historia Histrionica 
(1699) also exemplifies the increased appreciation of the 
Elizabethans. Wright knows something about medieval mys- 
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teries, quoting from the Coventry plays and describing a 
Coventry pageant. He mentions Heywood’s Merry Play 
between the Pardoner and the Frere (1533) and Gammer 
Gurtoris Needle, which he wrongly assigns to the reign of 
Edward VI. He speaks of an advance “by little steps and de¬ 
grees,” which shows that the idea of continuity, of natura 
non facit saltum, was invading literary history. Wright’s 
Country Conversations (1694) contains an attack on Restor¬ 
ation Comedy which is not purely moralist and a defence of 
the unfashionable tragicomedy which shows that his prefer¬ 
ence for Shakespeare was not merely casual. 

How much the idea of uniform progress meant as an ap¬ 
proximation to truly historical considerations may be further 
demonstrated by the contrast between Davenant and Dryden. 
Davenant’s Discourse upon Gondibert (1650) enumerates 
and criticizes great epic poems from a single point of view, 
their approximation to the ideal of “nature,” as illustrated 
by their use of machinery. There is no sense of any differ¬ 
ence in status between Homer and Virgil, Lucan, or Du 
Bartas. Exactly the same attitude is taken by Rymer in his 
survey of epic poetry prefixed to Rapin’s Reflections on 
Aristotle (1674). Dryden’s Discourse concerning the Orig¬ 
inal and Progress of Satire (1693) aims at something new in 
the history of genres; he tries to trace the “origin, the 
antiquity, the growth, the change and the complement of 
satire among the Romans.”®® Actually, he largely repro¬ 
duces the views of Casaubon, Heinsius, and especially 
Andr^ Dacier, and hardly attempts more than to demon¬ 
strate that satire is of purely Latin origin, and that there 
are two branches of satire, making the usual comparisons 
among Horace, Persius and Juvenal. The modern history of 
satire is not even sketched except for the bare announcement 
that “thus I have given the history of satire, and derived it 
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as far as from Ennius to your Lordship (the Earl of Dorset): 
that is from the first rudiments of barbarity to its last polish¬ 
ing and perfection.’* Even Dryden cannot escape the ob¬ 
session of a uniform advance, and the fine program about 
“growth and change” remains merely a distant ideal. 

Universal and uniform progress, though by far the most 
important idea in the actual consideration of literature at the 
time, was not the only concept of change known to the 
seventeenth century. Its insufficiency was sometimes clearly 
realized, and hesitating attempts were made to use less rigid 
conceptions. There was the old parallel of human institu¬ 
tions and contrivances with the growth and decay of an 
animal or vegetable. Already Ascham in his Scholemaster 
(1570) had paraphrased a passage in Velleius Paterculus, 
saying quaintly that there is an analogy between civilization 
and “fruits, plums, and cherries, but more sensibly” with 
“flowers as roses and such like. ... For what naturally can 
go no higher, must naturally yield and stoop again.” Sir 
William Davenant later transferred this idea to language in 
Discourse upon Gondibert (1651). “Language,” he wrote, 
“which is the only creature of man’s creation, hath like a 
plant seasons of^flourishing and decay, like plants is removed 
from one soil to another, and by being so transplanted, does 
often gather vigour and increase.” 

Such analogies led easily to the ancient theory of circular 
progress. We find it in Plato, Aristotle, and Seneca, and it 
was revived by Bodin and most fully by Le Roy. Bacon, 
Feltham, and Barclay discuss it, and Hakewill devoted al¬ 
most a whole book to it. It occurs in Bouhours and Fonte- 
nelle.’^® We find it implied in many casual pronouncements, 
for example in Dryden, when he compares the history of 
English poetry with the history of a human individual and 
at the same time draws a rigid parallel to it in the supposedly 
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analogous development of Latin poetry. “Chaucer/' he says 
in the preface to the FableSy “lived in the infancy of our 
poetry. . . . We must be children before we grow men. 
There was an Ennius, and in process of time a Lucilius and a 
Lucretius before Virgil and Horace: even after Chaucer 
there was a Spenser, a Harington, a Fairfax, before Waller 
and Denham were in being.” The biological parallel drives 
Dryden relentlessly to look down on Chaucer as on a child 
and to excuse Spenser as an immature youngster. The im¬ 
plication that English and Latin poetry ran exactly the same 
course is not developed; no deductions are yet made from 
this very far-reaching theory of closed circles repeating each 
other with inexorable necessity. 

The imitations of Boileau’s VArt poetique worked in the 
same direction. Soames’ translation had, with Dryden’s ad¬ 
vice, substituted English names in the sketch of the history 
of French poetry (1683). “Imitation” of this style was a per¬ 
fectly harmless game of ingenuity, but it implied a convic¬ 
tion that the course of English and French literatures is 
parallel. In this translation Fairfax takes the place of Villon; 
Spenser that of Marot; Davenant that of Ronsard; and 
Waller that of Malherbe. OzelFs revision of Soames for the 
collected edition of Boileau in English (1712) substituted 
Chaucer for Fairfax, as Chaucer obviously came closer to 
Villon in his relative chronological position than Fairfax. 
But the fitness of these parallels and even the value of 
Boileau’s original scheme are not under discussion; the im¬ 
portant facts are that the history of English poetry could be 
conceived in such terms, and that these imitations strength¬ 
ened both the conception of a uniform advance towards the 
goal of metrical correctness and the close parallelism with 
an analogous development in France. 

But here is nevertheless the germ of the evolutionary con- 
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cepts, derived from biology, which were to play such an 
important part in literary history of the future. Dryden, 
like many before him, thinks of the Greek drama from 
Thespis to Aristophanes as having had “time enough to be 
born, to grow up and to flourish in maturity,” but the 
pronouncement is merely incidental and he makes no at¬ 
tempt to apply the biological analogy either to the develop¬ 
ment of English literature or to the growth of literature in 
general. 

Only Sir William Temple makes these ideas the very basis 
of his literary conceptions. Temple, epicurean in outlook 
and temperament, could not bring himself to believe in the 
vaunted progress of modern times. He saw human nature as 
essentially the same in all ages and countries and looked 
with ironical satisfaction at the coming and going of civiliza¬ 
tions. He read much on China, Peru, the Turkish Empire, 
and the old Germanic North and drew from the rise and 
decay of empires and civilizations the lesson that “our mod¬ 
ern learned” are wrong “who will have the world to be ever 
improving” and believe that “nothing is forgotten that ever 
was known among mankind. . . These empires, like natu¬ 
ral bodies, grow for a certain time, and to a certain size, 
which they are not to exceed.” Temple immediately applied 
these ideas to the vicissitudes of literature. “Science and the 
arts have run their circles and had their periods in the several 
parts of the world.” They migrated from the East to the 
West through Greece and Rome to Italy and France. There 
is no reason why there should have been any advance. The 
flowering of the arts “falls in one country or one age, and 
rises again in others, but never beyond a certain pitch.” 

Here, then, the almost Spenglerian theory of closed cycles 
of culture is embraced with real conviction and set into a 
harmonious context of moral philosophy and historical in- 
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sight. The idea in itself was, of course, classical. The life of 
a nation had been frequently compared with the life of an 
individual, and the necessary stages of youth, maturity, and 
old age had been early detected in national as in individual 
life, for example by Florus and by St. Augustine. Moreover, 
the similar classical teaching of a necessary cycle of political 
institutions, which can be found in Plato, Aristotle, and Po¬ 
lybius, had been revived by Macchiavelli and Bodin.'^^ But 
its application to literature by Temple was new, at least in 
England. Temple, unfortunately, did not develop it com¬ 
pletely in his well-known attempt to sketch the history of 
poetry in order to observe “the antiquity, the uses, the 
changes, the decays, that have attended this great empire of 
wit.” Like Dryden, he cannot escape in practice the idea 
of one single progress or decay of literature. When he speaks 
of the history of mankind in a metaphor ™ of a man who de¬ 
clines between his thirtieth and fiftieth year and recovers 
afterwards without regaining the full vigour of youth. Tem¬ 
ple is back to the conception of a present “old age” or 
“decay” of nature and has abandoned his theory of individ¬ 
ual cycles. 

Temple’s sketch of the history of literature, important as 
it was made by the breadth of his literary horizon, does 
not use the idea of independent civilizations which run or 
have run their cycles, but merely adopts an “undulatory” 
view of the changes. Temple describes the rise of ancient 
prose through Longus, Petronius, Heliodorus and Lucian, 
and accounts for the decay of Rome with arguments based 
on the prevalence of war and the “fierceness of the Gothic 
humour” together with the “unequal mixture of the modem 
languages.” ®® He conceives of medieval Latin poetry as in¬ 
fluenced by “Gothic imitation” and then displays informa¬ 
tion unusual for his time on the old Germanic poetry which 



THE SEVENTEENTH CENTURY 43 

he calls “Runic.” All he knows seems to come from a read¬ 
ing of the Danish antiquarian, Ole Worm, though elsewhere 
he shows direct acquaintance with Snorri’s prose Edda in 
Resenius’ Latin version (1665).®^ But in quoting and prais¬ 
ing the song of Ragnar Lodbrog, which he recommends to 
those who love in poetry “to consider the several stamps of 
that coin, according to several ages and climates,” he can¬ 
not dispense with the apologetic tone of superiority usual in 
his age. He praises the truly poetical vein of poetry, “tak¬ 
ing it with the allowance of the different climates, fashions, 
opinions, and languages of such distant countries.” ®® He 
also traces the Spanish romances and all romantic machinery 
like fairies and elves to the same Nordic source and looks for 
the remnants of Runic poetry, even in Irish. He sees clearly 
that the Renaissance was not merely a return to classical 
antiquity, since rhyme in itself, in Petrarch, Ronsard, 
Spenser, Ariosto, and Tasso, constitutes a large innovation 
which links these poets definitely with the medieval past. 
The last stages of literary history he sees as unmitigated 
decay: he describes the predilection for small genres like 
the song, the sonnet, and the ode as something peculiarly 
modem, and hb deplores both the vogue of the burlesque 
(Scarron) and the attempts at mere smoothness of language 
and style. 

In Temple, then, we find the germs of many of the most 
influential future conceptions underlying literary history, 
and we see the broadening of the literary horizon which 
could not but accompany the breakdown of the old purely 
humanistic traditions. Temple is a child of his age in remain¬ 
ing half-heartedly tied to the older tradition. He even, iron- 
ic^y enough, became the champion of classical antiquity in 
the much discussed and overrated controversy between the 
Ancients and Moderns. His ignorant contempt for scientific 
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discoveries and his impatience with the complacent prophets 
of unlimited progress had driven him into a position which 
was really uncongenial to his modem mind. His part in the 
controversy and his unfortunate blunder about the Phalaris 
letters have hitherto largely obscured the position of Tem¬ 
ple, who is among the chief heralds of the historical method.®^ 
In Dryden’s various and variable criticism we find, it is 
true, many of the same themes scattered through his prefaces 
in casual pronouncements, which show that he also was sus¬ 
ceptible to these new influences and helped to prepare a new 
mental atmosphere. The most conservative mind among 
these critics was Rymer, who clung in general to the rigid, 
unhistorical standards of neo-classicism. But even he felt the 
new wave of interest in the past; we see this in his sketch of 
the history of drama and in the well-known pages of a Short 
Viev) of Tragedy (1693), that stress the importance of 
Provencal poetry, from which not only Italian poetry 
(Petrarch) but *‘in truth all our modern poetry comes...®® 
Rymer’s knowledge is largely based on the notes to Redi’s 
dithyramb Bacco in Toscana (1685), and Jehan de Nostre- 
dame’s Vies des plus Celebres et Anciens Poetes Proven- 
geaux (1575) which he knew in the Italian translation of 
Giovanni Giudici.®® He happened here upon a topic destined 
to become one of the central themes of literary history in 
the eighteenth century: the origin of “romantic,” or rather 
medieval, poetry. In the seventeenth century all these sug¬ 
gestions remained uncorrelated, unsystematic, with no proper 
realization of their consequences and implications. But the 
seeds scattered were soon to shoot most luxuriantly. 
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CHAPTER THREE 


Ideas on Literary History 


The eighteenth century completed the process whose be¬ 
ginnings we have traced. The tendencies described gathered 
momentum only very slowly, and the year 1774 had arrived 
before Thomas Warton’s first volume was published. War- 
ton’s History of English Poetry was the first histo^ of Eng- 
lish literature ** imiorm„” as he said,^ the first narrative his-- 
tory to cover any long period and most literary types 
systematically and fully. But Warton was not the great inno¬ 
vator he is sometimes declared to be.^ He was rather the 
man of the moment, who had the ability to organize the 
materials accumulated by a century and to interpret them in 
the light of literary ideas elaborated by a century of inten¬ 
sive thinking. His great achievement became possible only 
when both scholarship and theories reached a certain con¬ 
solidation not likely to be disturbed for some time, when, 
on the one hand, bibliographies, biographies, editions and 
commentaries had prepared the material, and on the other 
hand, a body of opinion, of concepts concerning the study 
of literature and its development, had been clearly formu¬ 
lated. The two lines of interest were not, of course, com¬ 
pletely independent before they met in the mind of Warton. 
The motives which turned people to a study of old manu¬ 
scripts, black letter-books, and pre-Restoration literature in 
general, were part of the process of literary revaluation that 
had been going on for a century; and, conversely, the con- 

47 
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ceptions of literary history were made possible only by the 
materials supplied by antiquaries and editors. Scholarship 
and criticism, which in the seventeenth century could be 
described as almost independent of each other, had begun to 
coalesce long before Warton. General conceptions of lit¬ 
erary history had filtered through purely antiquarian work, 
and new materials had broadened the horizons of specula¬ 
tive thinkers. There is no simple chain of cause and effect, 
but instead a complex process, inside which we can observe 
mutual interdependences acting in all directions. Any pres¬ 
entation in a logical sequence like the following must neces¬ 
sarily simplify the complexity of reality. The only prac¬ 
ticable method of studying the complex process is to 
disentangle the threads of the pattern. We shall, therefore, 
examine the relevant literary ideas, then the achievements of 
scholarship, and finally the successive attempts at true his¬ 
tory. It would, however, be misleading to suggest that a 
simple process of “thesis, antithesis, and synthesis’’ had ac¬ 
tually occurred. 

The rise of literary history was dependent on a general 
growth of the “historical sense” which can be described as 
a recognition of individuality in its historical setting and an 
appreciation of the historical process into which individual¬ 
ities fit. It is sufficient to allude to some of the factors that 
turned attention to literary individuality at the end of the 
seventeenth and the beginning of the eighteenth century. 
Under the influence of Cartesianism, philosophical interest 
had begun to shift from the cosmological problem to the 
problem of consciousness and its growth. The problem of 
knowledge was to become the central concern of English 
philosophy from Locke onwards. As the approach of 
Locke and his followers was psychological rather than 
strictly epistemological, psychology became a new and 
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fundamental science. Religious individualism led to increased 
emphasis on personal experience. In political life, the grow¬ 
ing respect for the rights of the individual, points, at least 
theoretically, to liberalism. In ethics, concepts like the 
“moral sense” or Butler’s “conscience” show the same trend 
towards subjectivist standards. 

If we turn to aesthetic and literary concepts, we see the 
same movement away from the abstract and towards the in¬ 
dividual, subjective and concrete—to the unique which has 
been once and will never be again. The poet becomes an 
“original,” “creative” genius, a “second maker; a just 
Prometheus under Jove” in Shaftesbury’s widely quoted 
terms.^ Addison, in a well-known essay in the Spectatory had 
contrasted “natural genius” with esprif^; ^ Welsted in¬ 
sisted that “no performance can be valuable which is not an 
Original”;® and after 1755 there were books by William 
Sharpe, William Duff, and Alexander Gerard expressly de¬ 
voted to the exaltation of original genius.® 

The growth of interest in the poet as an individual is 
shown by the increased interest in biography, not only as a 
history of external facts, but as a picture of the poet’s men¬ 
tal peculiarities ai\d their rise in the individual history of his 
mind. Attention, which in earlier times was concentrated on 
the impersonal product of the poet’s art, turned for the first 
time to the process of creation. Since this process was con¬ 
ceived as something individual, something intimately bound 
up with the personality of the author, “originality” became 
the slogan against imitation, against observance of the rules 
and exact conformance with established types. Edward 
Young’s Conjectures on Original Composition (1759) is the 
locus classicus. It asserts that all men are bom “originals,” 
that “no two faces, no two minds, are just alike.” The 
process of creation, not being easily observable or measur- 
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able, was thus conceived as something fundamentally irra¬ 
tional, a result of the subconscious forces of the human 
mind, a product of feeling and volition, even of enthusiasm, 
passion, and inspiration. Such a process of creation was con¬ 
sidered ideal; it was projected into the past as the process by 
which original genuine poetry was produced, in contrast to 
the mechanical, cerebral way of composing recent poetry. 

Not only was the process of creation conceived as some¬ 
thing irrational, but, logically enough, also its result, the 
work of art. More and more voices described it as incompre¬ 
hensible, as something parallel to a piece of nature, even to a 
“vegetable,” to something “grown, not made.” ® This irra¬ 
tionalism naturally invaded explanations of the enjoyment of 
poetry. Aesthetics in itself represents such turning to 
the individual state of mind of the reader or listener. The 
spread of terms like “gusto” and “taste” shows how the con¬ 
cept of abstract beauty was discarded in favour of an indi¬ 
vidual standard. At first these terms did little more than 
point to this problem of individuality and leave it unsolved 
and unexpressed. They shifted, however, the interest from 
intellect to sentiment, to the subrational powers of the hu¬ 
man mind, or, as Dubos, the foremost exponent of eighteenth- 
century sentimentalism, called it, to a “sixth sense.” This 
concept of taste as that of “original genius” or the “vege¬ 
table” work of art fostered that anarchy, that mere irrespon¬ 
sible dilettantism and caprice, which was, after all, one of the 
characteristics of much eighteenth-century interest in older 
literature. But the concept of “taste” was, in spite of these 
ultimate consequences, at first most valuable in deflecting 
attention from speculations on beauty, ideal genres, and the 
like, to a more careful analysis of the individual or national 
response to a work of art. It was thus one aspect of the 
whole movement towards the individual and particular. 
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Its dangerous anarchism, being soon perceived, was com¬ 
batted by the concept of a “standard of taste.” In England 
this seems first to occur in Shaftesbury, who was essentially 
a Neoplatonist. “Taste” and “Judgment” were identified by 
him and Welsted; ® they intellectualized the concept of taste 
and thus prepared the way for Kant’s Critique of Judgment. 
Hume based the standard of taste on the uniform consent 
and experience of the nations,^® and Burke, Hogarth, Karnes, 
Reynolds, and especially Gerard tried hard to support this 
standard by rational arguments from general qualities of hu¬ 
man nature and attempted thus to retard a development un¬ 
profitable for a systematic study of literature. 

The very same turn from formalism to emotionalism can 
be traced in the aesthetics of music. One could even suspect 
that music was the art which helped most to subvert the old 
theory of imitation. As soon as people began seriously to 
think about music, they saw that the theory of imitation 
would not hold, even though they tried to stretch it to in¬ 
clude an imitation of the passions. Thus James Harris, in his 
remarkable Three Treatises (1744), recognized that “music 
derives its efiicacy from another source than imitation” and 
that it raises the affections “by a sort of natural sympathy.” 
Charles Avison’s issay on Musical Expressio?i (1752) ac¬ 
knowledged that imitation without expression is nothing, 
and that the imitation of nature is not essential to music.^^ 
Adam Smith similarly argued that “music is certainly less an 
imitative art than any other which merits that appellation” 
and concluded that “the principal effect of music arises from 
powers altogether different from those of imitation.” Sir 
William Jones in an Essay on the Arts commonly called Imi¬ 
tative (1772) accepted these arguments completely and ex¬ 
tended them to poetry. Neither poetry nor music can be 
thus called imitative, as they are rather “expressive of the 
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passions and operate on our minds by sympathy.” Beattie 
merely drew the logical conclusion when, apologetically 
enough, he wanted to remove music from the imitative arts, 
without meaning “any disrespect” for music or Aristotle.^® 

In the theory of painting the old ideas of imitation or of 
Neoplatonic ideal beauty died much harder for obvious rea¬ 
sons. Reynolds and Daniel Webb, who took many ideas on 
the Beauties of Tainting from that rather ineffective German 
“classicist” Raphael Mengs, remained completely under the 
spell of Neoplatonic ideas.^® These must always imply an 
unhistorical approach; it is, therefore, not chance that the 
first book in England which can be described as a history of 
painting should have been such a poor compilation as the 
lectures of James Barrywhile music found two extensive 
and, on the whole, penetrating historians in Sir John 
Hawkins and Dr. Burney, only a short time after Warton 
wrote. But we cannot discuss the history of aesthetics in 
England as such; for the purposes of our survey it is suffi¬ 
cient to realize the importance of the problem of individual¬ 
ity and of the closely related emotionalism. Without it, the 
whole new conception of true and primitive poetry is in¬ 
comprehensible. 

The individual in isolation is ineffable, “Taste,” “Genius,” 
“Inspiration,” “Creation,” “Expression,” are fundamentally 
irrational concepts, pointers towards a problem which re¬ 
mained unsolved. They heightened the value of individuality 
and focussed attention on its mystery. But individuality 
could be studied, at first, only in relation to its environment. 
Nothing is more frequent in the eighteenth century than 
insistence on studying the environment of the poet, on en¬ 
tering sympathetically into his mind and conditions. Thus 
John Husbands asked in 1731, while pleading for Hebrew 
poetry, “what strange work should we make of the most 
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modern of the Greek and Latin authors, if we endeavoured 
to read them without regarding the genius or customs of 
the people to whom they were written.” Theobald, in in¬ 
troducing his edition of Shakespeare (1734), realized that 
“the critic must be well versed in the history and manners of 
his author’s age, if he aims at doing him a service.” Dr. 
Johnson, in his Observations on Macbeth (1745), also joins 
in the chorus: “In order to make a true estimate of the abil¬ 
ities and merit of a writer, it is always necessary to examine 
the genius of his age, and the opinions of his contem¬ 
poraries.” 

Lowth, in his Lectures on Hebrew Poetry (1753), most 
eloquently and finely advocated more than a mere knowl¬ 
edge of the language, the manners, disciplines, rites, and 
ceremonies of the people studied. He proposed to investigate 
their inmost sentiments, the manner and connexion of their 
thoughts. “In one word, we must see all things with their 
eyes, estimate all things by their opinions.” We must imagine 
ourselves “exactly situated as the persons for whom the 
poetry was written, or even as the writers themselves.” 
Joseph Warton in his Essay on Pope (1756) stated that “we 
can never completely relish, or adequately understand any 
author, especially any ancient, except we constantly keep in 
our eye his climate, his country and his age.” 22 Hume asked 
the critic to “place himself in the same situation as the 
audience.” Edward Gibbon, in his early French essay On 
the Study of Literature (1761), asked us to “place ourselves 
in the point of view with the Greeks and Romans.” Dr. 
Johnson, in the preface to his edition of Shakespeare, wanted 
us to compare the performances of every man “with the 
state of the age in which he lived.” A book like Robert 
Wood’s on Homer (1769) proposed to “approach as near as 
possible to the time and place, when and where he wrote.” 
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The idea was repeated almost everywhere, but it is im¬ 
possible to consider its mere expression as the accomplish¬ 
ment of the historical method.®^ Similar pronouncements can 
be found in the early Italian defenders of Ariosto and even 
in such non-romantic writers as Jean Chapelain.^* After all, 
it amounts to little more than a recommendation to pay 
proper attention to “decorum,” “costume” or, as Pope says, 
to study the poet’s 

fable, subject, scope in every page; 

Religion, country, genius of the age.®* 

The natural consequence of this attention to environment 
was the increasing regard for the relativity of critical stand¬ 
ards. It permeated all the many debates on Shakespeare’s ob¬ 
servance of the unities or Spenser’s principles of composi¬ 
tion and led to greater and greater tolerance for different 
types of art. It had thus a most important effect on the in¬ 
creasing interest in early and foreign literature. It found 
possibly its sharpest expression in Goldsmith’s demand that 
“English taste, like English liberty, should be restrained only 
by laws of its own promoting.” Criticism must “understand 
the nature of the climate and country, before it gives rules 
to direct taste. In other words, every country should have a 
national system of criticism.” 

In early times this attention to “manners” remained largely 
an aspiration. It assumed flesh and blood only when environ¬ 
ment was analyzed in detail. Though great advances were 
made during the eighteenth century, much still remained 
very vague and general, remote from the concrete condi¬ 
tions of the analyzed work. The most common approach 
was through the theory of climate, popularized by Temple. 
Generally speaking, only a few rather crude and dogmatic 
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solutions were current. The mild climate of the South was 
contrasted with the rigours of the North, while extreme 
heat was considered detrimental to the growth of literature. 
Or sometimes East and West were contrasted, in which 
case the East was identified with the South and considered 
favourable to the “warmth of imagination.” Thus Pope 
complimented Lady Mary Montagu on having been “en¬ 
lightened by the same sun that inspired the father of poetry,” 
Homer, and on the fact that she “glowed under the same 
climate that animated him,” when she stayed at Constan¬ 
tinople.®^ Addison assigned “extravagant imagery” to the 
“warmer climates.” Husbands in 1731 spoke of the “Genius 
of the east” which “soars upon stronger wings, and takes a 
loftier flight than the Muse of Greece and Rome.” ®® Black- 
well, in his book on Homer (1735), praised the climate of 
Asia Minor as one of the favourable causes accounting for 
the supreme genius of Horner.®^ John Brown connected the 
rise of the pastoral with the fertility of the Sicilian vales; ®® 
and Wood, in his Homer (1769), was, like Blackwell, em¬ 
phatic on the advantages of the Greek climate in comparison 
with the Egyptian which makes people sluggish and in¬ 
capable of producing great literature.®® 

Goldsmith was one of the most fervent believers in the 
decisive influence of climate and reproduced all the more 
extravagant arguments of Buffon, in essays only recently 
identified as his. “It is climate alone which tinctures the 
negro’s skin: that makes the Italian effeminate, and the' 
Briton brave.” ®^ It was, of course, felt that a more precise 
explanation of this influence of climate was wanting. There¬ 
fore Addison, or whoever wrote A Discourse on Ancient 
and Modem Learning (1739), tried to account a little more 
concretely for its influence by suggesting that it “causes an 
alteration of the animal spirits and of the organs of hear- 
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ing.” Goldsmith explained the English temper which he 
described not as spleen, but as “the gloom of solid felicity,” 
by a climate that produced more meat than drink, for meat- 
consumption increased severity of outlook.®® Sir William 
Jones praised the climate of Yemen in recommending Ara¬ 
bian poetry and spoke of the immoderate heat of the East 
as disposing the Eastern people to a life of indolence, which 
gives them full leisure to cultivate their talents. He made 
the alternative suggestion that the sun has a direct, physical 
influence on the imagination.*® 

But such arguments must have sounded unconvincing to a 
northern people justly proud of their great imaginative 
poetry. Sir Kenelm Digby, who died in 1665, had argued 
that “Spenser’s works are evidence that a northern climate 
may give life to as well-tempered a brain, and to as rich a 
mind as where the sun shines fairest.” Similarly, Addison 
agreed that genius can be found also in the “colder regions 
of the world.” *® An early poem of Gray on the Alliance of 
Education and Government (1748)—significantly enough to 
be preceded by a dedicatory ode to Montesquieu—had ac¬ 
cepted the theory of climate,*® but in a letter to John Brown, 
Gray argued, remembering Ossian, that “imagination dwelt 
many hundred years ago in all her pomp on the cold and 
barren mountains of Scotland,” and thus cannot be a result 
of heat.** Thomas Seward (1750), in explaining the supe¬ 
riority of English poetry, was frankly puzzled by the argu¬ 
ment that “England’s frozen foggy genius” should rather 
* paralyze the “nobler and fiercer flame of poetry.” *® 

More thoroughgoing sceptics rejected the whole princi¬ 
ple. Hume categorically rejected Temple’s notion that climate 
could have caused the instability and uncertainty of the 
English character, and merely allowed that southerners have 
a stronger amorous propensity and northerners a greater 
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love of liquor.*® Also Sterne made elaborate fun of Tem¬ 
ple’s theory in Tristram Shandy, ascribing humours rather 
to the blood and experience than to wind and air.*^ Dr. 
Johnson chided Milton for fearing the climate of his coun¬ 
try might be “too cold for flights of imagination”*® and 
scornfully rejected the view that “a luckless mortal may be 
bom in a degree of latitude too high or too low for wisdom 
or for wit.” *® Karnes argued against the influence of climate. 
Against BufFon and Goldsmith he urged that it “cannot ac¬ 
count for the copper colour of Americans” and similar 
racial distinctions.®® The helplessness of even a shrewd his¬ 
torian like Robertson, in dealing with these problems, is 
well illustrated by his History of America (1777). He made 
a great deal of climate and the grandeur of the natural ob¬ 
jects that America presents to the sight, but in his descrip¬ 
tion of the Indian tribes confused hopelessly zones and land¬ 
scapes. But the prestige of “scientific causation,” the fame of 
Montesquieu (who took some of his ideas on the influence 
of the air from a pamphlet by Arbuthnot),®* and the ex¬ 
ample of Dubos made even empirically-minded Englishmen 
and Scotsmen delude themselves with such literally “airy” 
speculations. 

The climate theory came nearer to actual literature only 
when it was expanded and reinterpreted so as to include 
general geographical conditions and landscape. Lowth’s fine 
Lectures on Hebrew Poetry (1753) explained the particular 
cast of Hebrew poetry by the influences of the surrounding 
objects of nature. This gave pleasant and, on the whole, 
legitimate opportunities for tracing the sources of Bible 
imagery. Robert Wood actually travelled in the land of 
Homer and saw the country around Troy. He studied it with 
great care, in order to verify the correctness of every detail 
in Homer and to demonstrate that he was “the most constant 
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and faithful copier after nature.” The enthusiasm for 
Nordic poetry and Ossian suggested that there was a direct 
relation between the gloom and wildness of the northern 
landscape and the sublime melancholy of these poems. The 
scenes and pictures actually before the poet’s mind were, 
after all, directly mirrored in his poetry. 

But we come nearer to the actual determinants of literary 
evolution if we consider the influence of social conditions. 
In an earlier age these were conceived largely in terms of 
political conditions, as an age proud of its recent achieve¬ 
ment of constitutional liberty could not help visualizing all 
such problems in terms of a simple contrast between lib¬ 
erty and despotism. Shaftesbury was the main exponent of 
this age-old view. The Greeks, “with their liberty not only 
lost their force of eloquence, but even their style and lan¬ 
guage. . . . The high spirit of poetry can ill subsist where 
the spirit of liberty is wanting.” That is why the “vastest 
empires governed by force and despotism” are barren in 
literature.®® Thus the intimate association of liberty and let¬ 
ters favoured high hopes for the near future. A new Augus¬ 
tan age was confidently expected. Welsted sings in 1724 “I 
see arise a new Augustan Age”; ®* and Blackwell, a great ad¬ 
mirer of Shaftesbury, states that the present age in F.n glanH 
is “a happy instance of the connexion between Liberty and 
Learning.” ®® Blackwell’s book on Homer argues that Homer 
lived at a time most favourable to poetry; he saw “cities 
spirited with liberty.” But “Greece was ill-settled. Violence 
prevailed in many places,” and he lived “amidst the con¬ 
fusion of wandering tribes.” He saw “towns taken and 
plundered, the men put to the sword, the women made 
slaves.”®® No contradiction or incongruity between these 
statements was apparently felt by Blackwell; liberty as a 
condition for the flowering of the arts was understood by 
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Shaftesbury in a constitutional sense, while in Blackwell it 
begins to assume the meaning of freedom from social 
restraint, of the turmoil and anarchy of primitive manners. 
The conventional view was emphatically stated by John 
Upton in his Observations on Shakespeare (1746). He 
stressed the “reciprocal dependence and mutual connexion 
between civil liberty and polite literature,” and ascribed the 
flowering of Elizabethan literature entirely to the dawn of 
liberty (apparently religious). If Britain should ever be¬ 
come a tyranny, then “we must bid farewell to our Miltons 
and Shakespeares and take up contentedly again with Popish 
mysteries and moralities.” 

Goldsmith is one of the many later writers who accepts 
the close association of liberty and letters, and who accounts 
for the failure of the Carolingian Renaissance by the lack of 
“permanence of the state and freedom.” Also Karnes 
agreed that “taste could not long flourish in a despotic gov¬ 
ernment” and that despotism is alone sufficient “to account 
for the decline of Greek sculpture and painting.” But 
again the sceptical intellect of Hume subjected the principle 
to a closer scrutiny. He saw that against the association of 
liberty and letters might be argued the undoubted splen¬ 
dours of the Ages of Louis XIV and the Medici, and he 
propounded a compromise solution: learning flourishes bet¬ 
ter in republics, the arts in monarchies. Hume threw doubt 
on the whole value of causal explanation; with an apparent 
allusion to Blackwell, he thought that a man “who should 
enquire, why such a particular poet as Homer, for instance, 
existed, at such a place, in such a time, would throw himself 
headlong into chimaera,” and he concluded that there was 
something “accidental in the first rise and progress of the 
arts in any nation.” 

Lord Chesterfield rejected the whole principle completely; 
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he could not see why the “despotism of a government 
should cramp the genius of a mathematician, an astronomer, 
a poet or an orator.” He curiously enough thought that 
tyranny deprived writers only of such topics as bawdry, 
blasphemy, and sedition—to do this was a good thing in any 
case—and he argued more convincingly that the Revival of 
Letters was not owing to a free government but to an ab¬ 
solute Pope like Leo X, or a despotic Prince like Francis I.*^ 
Dr. Johnson, too, in commenting on Gray’s “Progress of 
Poesy,” which spoke of the Muses as “scorning the pomp of 
tyrant power,” observed that “in the time of Dante and 
Petrarch, from whom Gray derives our first school of 
poetry, Italy was overrun by tyrant power and coward vice: 
nor was our state much better when we first borrowed the 
Italian arts.” Thus, the crude solution that the best influ¬ 
ence on literature is a free constitutional government was 
abandoned fairly early. Possibly the theory was discredited 
by the disappointment of hopes for a new Augustan Age. 

Another common approach to the influence of society on 
literature was the association of literary production with re¬ 
ligion. The main exponent of this view was John Dennis, 
who argued that “Grecian Poetry flourished with their re¬ 
ligion and failed with their religion.” This idea was fos¬ 
tered by the growing regard for the Bible as poetry and was 
the foundation of John Husbands’ plea for religious poetry.®® 
It underlay Lowth’s praise of Hebrew poetry, and cropped 
up occasionally in a different context. Thus Thomas Sew¬ 
ard (1750) accounted for the greatness of Elizabethan 
poetry by its religious inspiration, by the “spirit of God,” 
the “Sun of Righteousness,” and more concretely by the 
fact that the “noblest poems that were ever wrote in the 
world, those of Job, David, Isaiah and all the Prophets, were 
daily read” in churches and homes,®® 
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But both these theories were soon completely over¬ 
shadowed by the point of view which we have learned to 
call primitivism. As this has been fully discussed by several 
recent writers, it is not necessary to stress how widespread 
it was, long before Rousseau.®® Its connexion with the 
Lockian psychology which, by the assumption of a tabula 
rasa^ weakened the idea of original sin, and with Shaftes¬ 
bury’s ethical sentimentalism, is obvious. Applied to litera¬ 
ture, it led to the all-important contrast between primitive 
poetry, universal and sentimental, and modern literature, ra¬ 
tionalist and refined. The conditions for the production of 
true poetry were seen in the simple life rather than in mod¬ 
em luxury; in life inspired by religion rather than in the 
godless life of modem society; in rude, and even barbarous, 
manners rather than in refined polite conventions; in a so¬ 
ciety which encouraged the open expressions of feelings and 
enthusiasm, rather than in modem hypocrisy and cold ra¬ 
tionality; in an atmosphere that supported the belief in su¬ 
pernatural beings, and even in downright superstition rather 
than in a time when the daylight of reason had dissipated 
elves, fairies, and witches; in picturesque, colourful manners 
rather than th^ drabness, monotony, and commercialism 
of the modern age. 

There is nothing peculiar in a nostalgia for simple manners 
or even in a desire for a return to “nature” in poetry. The 
pastoral movement, which pervades the whole sixteenth and 
seventeenth centuries, is such a symptom of an age-old long¬ 
ing. Even Donne thought that he wrote more naturally than 
the Petrarchans, and Dryden felt himself a poet of nature 
compared with the metaphysical writers. But the particular, 
very uniform conception of nature and natural poetry which 
prevailed in the eighteenth century was something new. The 
main thesis, “simple manners foster true poetry,” was in it- 
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self merely a retort to the believers in progress in the arts. 
The interesting problems arise only when we examine the 
concrete meaning of “simple” and of “true.” These mean¬ 
ings are very different in different writers, but the very fact 
that the most varied manners were considered simple and 
the most varied poetry “primitive,” made this crude dichot¬ 
omy possible. 

If, in the meantime, we turn our attention only to one 
part of this question, to the manners or the social influences 
which were then considered most conducive to great poetry, 
we notice a clear movement towards an increasing stress on 
more and more primitive and even savage stages of society— 
a progress which was, however, not quite universal. An 
early writer like Blackwell, whose book on Homer seems 
to have been one of the main sources of primitivist ideas in 
the century, was still fairly sober on this point. Though he 
praised Homer’s “representation of natural and simple man¬ 
ners” and thought that “wealth and luxury disguise nature” 
he did not place Homer—who to him was the greatest poet 
—in a savage society. Homer lived rather in a state of transi¬ 
tion, when manners were passing “from the stage of rude¬ 
ness to the polite stage.” Blackwell was typically hesitant 
(and we suspect simply confused) about the social status of 
his hero. Once he calls him a “strolling indigent bard,” else¬ 
where he described his position as highly respected and im¬ 
portant, and rejected comparison with the Irish or Highland 
“Riiners” as a slur on Horner.*'^ In Lowth, the Hebrews, who 
produced “the only specimens of primeval and genuine 
poetry,” were also depicted rather as a simple, grave, tem¬ 
perate nation of husbandmen and shepherds with nothing 
savage about them. A compromise between the old belief in 
progress and primitivism was first elaborated in Hurd’s 
dialogue on the Qolden Age of Queen Elizabeth (1759). 
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He tries to show that the most favourable time for the pur¬ 
poses of poetry “lies somewhere between the rude essays 
and uncorrected fancy, on the one hand, and the refinements 
of reason and science, on the other. And such appears to 
have been the condition of our language in the age of Eliz¬ 
abeth.” 

But apparently the enormous success of Ossian made these 
compromises unnecessary and encouraged the opinion that 
aboriginal manners are most favourable to poetry. Hugh 
Blair’s Dissertation on the Poems of Ossian (1763) was the 
fullest exposition of the view that the “times which we call 
barbarous” were most “favourable to the poetical spirit,” and 
that “imagination was most glowing and animated in the first 
ages of society.”"^® Similarly William Duff (1767) agreed 
that the “early and uncultivated periods of society are pe¬ 
culiarly favourable to the display of original poetical gen¬ 
ius.” He explained: “The earliest and least cultivated period 
of society is most favourable, as every object is new, im¬ 
agination free, as there is no criticism and tradition, and as 
the manners are simple and uniform and thus, in poetical 
description, must appeal universally.” There is leisure and 
tranquillity. “Tht poet,” he dreamt, “wanders with a serene, 
contented heart, through walks and groves consecrated to 
the Muses.” Robert Wood, in 1769, trying to account for 
the greatness of Homer, abandoned the more careful view 
of Blackwell and described the rude state of Homeric society 
in terms of the Arab civilization which he had seen in the 
countries he visited on his travels. 

In all these later writers the complete confusion about the 
states of society supposed to be primitive is the most re¬ 
markable feature for the modem observer. The early stages 
of Greek civilization, the society depicted in the Old Testa¬ 
ment, the Arabs, and the dim dark ages in which Ossian was 



64 RISE OF ENGLISH LITERARY HISTORY 
imagined to have lived, were all on a level. Richard Hurd 
then added to this list even the feudal civilization of the Mid¬ 
dle Ages. The earlier dialogue on the Age of Elizabeth had 
not yet drawn these extreme conclusions. But in the Letters 
on Chivalry and Romance (1762) he had apparently taken 
courage from Jean Chapelain’s defence of the romances, 
which he must have read sometime after writing the dia¬ 
logues.'^® Hurd there expounded not only the “agreement 
between the heroic (Homeric) and Gothic manners,” but 
insisted on the “preeminence of the Gothic manners and fic¬ 
tions as adapted to the ends of poetry, above the classic.” 
The Gothic manners and fictions “are the more poetical for 
being Gothic.” 

The main arguments in favour of this contention were 
that the gallantry of feudal times was more poetical than the 
“simple and uncontrolled ferocity” of the Grecian, and that 
the enchanters and witches, the “machinery” of the medie¬ 
val past, were more “sublime, more terrible and alarming than 
those of the classic fablers.” Pity and terror, even “alarm,” 
induced by whatever methods, were in this theory of effects 
considered as superior to any contemplation of beauty. Thus 
a simple, rude, or at least picturesque and superstitious so¬ 
ciety was fully established as the social structure most fa¬ 
vourable to the flowering of poetry. The influence of so¬ 
ciety on literature was thus acknowledged, but an actual 
analysis of this influence was almost impossible as long as the 
catchwords “simple manners,” “heroic manners,” “Gothic 
manners,” all considered as almost interchangeable, obscured 
a view of the actual social conditions in which literature is 
produced. Only very rarely do we find other more concrete 
views suggested. Thus Dennis early (1702) contrasted the 
reign of poetry and pleasure under Charles II with the reign 
of politics and business under Queen Anne and reflected on 
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its consequences to literature.'^^ Gildon suggested, in passing, 
the genuinely sociological view that “in England plays began 
at the very bottom of the people, and mounted by degrees 
to the state we now see them in.” Shakespearean criticism 
sometimes referred to the influence of the “illiterate, low- 
minded mechanics” who were supposed to have composed 
the audience of Shakespeare,*^® and Warton’s Observations 
on Spenser (1754) made much of Spenser’s acquaintance 
with pageants, masques, and even tapestryThe author of 
the Poetical Balance^ sometimes supposed to be Goldsmith, 
contrasted Sidney, the poet of the court, with Spenser, the 
poet of the country.*^® But all these and similar suggestions 
remained only incidental hints. Much work had to be done, 
much closer analyses of actual social conditions made, before 
a sociological method could throw any light on the real 
process of literature. 

It was thus difficult in the eighteenth century to illuminate 
literature by social history. The converse use of literature 
for the illustration of social history was simpler and easier. 
Obviously, literature was not always studied by people with 
literary interests but a good deal by historians and antiquar¬ 
ians. Much miscellaneous information about costumes and 
customs, historical events, and topography could be gleaned 
from belles lettres. The commentaries on Shakespeare, Jon- 
son, and Spenser are full of digressions into fields which to¬ 
day would fall under a “History of Everyday Things in 
England.” It would be tedious to quote the many examples 
of writers on literature who used such information rather as 
illustration of social history. Especially later, the scholars in¬ 
terested in romance continually excused their preoccupation 
with such a trivial topic by the hopes they entertained of 
throwing light on ancient manners. Even Campbell in the 
Polite Correspondence (1741), one of the earliest accounts 
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of old English poetry, recommended translation from Anglo- 
Saxon as serving to “illustrate many dark passages in our an¬ 
cient history.” ™ But, before Warton, no systematic attempt 
was made to use Chaucer, Shakespeare, or Spenser for a pic¬ 
ture of the age. On the whole, literature was searched for 
odd, quaint, or unusual references to disused customs rather 
than for the materials of social history. 

The concepts of change, progress, and finally develop¬ 
ment invaded literature as we have shown before. The orig¬ 
inal contribution of the early eighteenth century was the 
idea of a general history of literature. Such a history was 
made possible by the conviction that poetry is universal and 
that primitive poetry is uniform. Thus the origins and even 
the early stages in the development of poetry were every¬ 
where the same. The Bible, Homer, Ossian, the Welsh bards, 
the Lapland and ^ Indian songs, the Scottish ballads, the 
Proven5al “ditties” and even chivalrous romances appeared 
on one common level as testimonies for the universality of 
poetry. Steele’s praise of the Lapland love songs and Addi¬ 
son’s of Chevy Chase were most influential.®® But one must 
beware of Addison’s terminology; he labours hard to show 
that Chevy Chase is written on a classical pattern and has a 
universal appeal just because of its simplicity which he con¬ 
trasts with the “Gothic manner” of writing, appealing only 
to a peculiar taste and full of false wit and extravagant fan¬ 
cies. In Addison there is no primitivism in the later sense, for 
he wanted to bridge the gulf between the old ballad and Vir¬ 
gil. What he called the “Gothic manner of writing” is, as 
the reference to Cowley shows, rather something that we 
today would call Baroque. 

The primitivist combination of Laplanders, Eddie odes as 
quoted by Temple, Taliessin’s Welsh odes, and the poetry of 
the Bible appears only in John Husbands’ remarkable Pref- 
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ace (1731). The Polite Correspondence (1741) mentions 
Orpheus and Homer, the odes of Taliessin, Scottish bards, 
and the Indians. Anglo-Saxon poetry fits into the scheme, as 
do Pindarics, the Lapland odes, or the poems of Ramsay’s 
Evergreen. It is all the same, as long as all these poems have 
a metaphorical style, obscure composition, and abrupt tran¬ 
sitions. Blair in his Dissertation on the Poems of Ossian 
(1763) was clearest and most systematic about the uniform¬ 
ity and universality of primitive poetry. He stressed “the de¬ 
gree of resemblance among all the most ancient poetical 
productions, from whatever country they have proceeded,” 
and considered their common style, which he called the “ori¬ 
ental vein of poetry,” as “characteristical of an age rather 
than a country.” He quoted Ragnar Lodbrog in full and 
described the Lapland songs. Ossian he felt to be in complete 
agreement with the main traits of universal poetry, though 
Blair preferred his “tenderness and delicacy of sentiment,” 
his “humanity, magnanimity and virtuous feelings of every 
kind” to Homer’s rougher manners. In a letter addressed 
to John Brown, Gray, in 1763, agreed with this point of 
view: “The truth,” he believed, “is that, without respect of 
climates, imagination reigns in all nascent societies of men, 
when the necessities of life force everyone to think and act 
much for himself.” 

David Hume, with his more rationalist intellect, was one 
of the few who saw essential distinctions among the so-called 
primitives. His paper. Of the Authenticity of OssMs Poems, 
unfortunately not published until 1875, argued from this 
“extreme delicacy” against the genuineness of Ossian. He 
rightly demonstrated that the style and genius of these 
poems was quite different from the “savage rudeness” of the 
Lapland and Runic odes.®^ China, Peru and India, the Iro¬ 
quois, Ossian and the Edda, Homer and Theocritus, the an- 
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dent Hebrews, and the Irish bards were all mixed up in the 
original union of poetry described by John Brown.®® Gray, 
in the later notes to the Progress of Poesy (1768), quotes 
also the Erse, Norwegian, and Welsh fragments, alongside 
of Lapland and American songs, as proof of the “extensive 
influence of poetic genius over the remotest and most un¬ 
civilized nations.” ®* And Thomas Hawkins refers to Runic 
odes, to Scheffer’s Lapland songs, and the Iroquois poetry 
described by Laflteau as evidence for the independent origin 
of poetry in many nations.®^ 

But the first man who contemplated primitive poetry as a 
whole was Thomas Percy. He planned a collection of Speci¬ 
mens of the Ancient Poetry of Different Nations, and his 
whole life-work was an attempt to carry out this plan based 
on a conception of the substantial identity of all primitive 
poetry. Percy himself considered most of his publications as 
contributions to such a symposium of all the nations: his 
two publications of (indirect) translations from Chinese, his 
Five Pieces of Runic Poetry (1763), his paraphrase of the 
Song of Songs (1764) as a “sample of Hebrew Poetry,” the 
whole of the Reliques (1765) which include also specimens of 
Spanish romances, and the Ancient Songs, chiefly on Moor¬ 
ish Subjects which were ready for the press in 1775. He 
wrote to Evan Evans that he considered his Poetry of the 
Ancient Welsh Bards (1764) part of the scheme, and told 
him that he had “in petto Arabic Poetry, Greenland Poetry, 
Lapland Poetry, Northamerican, Peruvian, etc.” ®® His plans 
for a new three-volume collection of Ancient English and 
Scottish Poems, for an edition of metrical romances, and 
for one of Surrey, meant only a slight shifting of interest to¬ 
wards the modem age, since in Percy’s eyes even the chival- 
ric romances and Surrey, like many very late poems in the 
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Reliques, had the essential quality of spontaneity, of “pleas¬ 
ing simplicity and artless graces.” 

This conception of a universal, essentially uniform, prim¬ 
itive poetry almost demanded a new answer to the question 
of the origins of poetry. It had to be explained from univer¬ 
sal mental needs. It was impossible to rest content with such 
old views, held even by Bentley, as that tragedy was simply 
invented by Thespis and comedy by Margites. A grossly 
rationalist view, like that of Lewis Crusius’ Lives of the Ro¬ 
man Poets (1726), became an exception. According to Cru¬ 
sius, “wise men observing how far that which touches our 
passions, and moves our affections, prevails above the voice 
of naked truth and reason, and consulting the good and hap¬ 
piness of mankind, were desirous to make our imperfections 
contribute to our improvement: they therefore artfully 
blended truth with fiction, gilding the bitter pill of instruc¬ 
tion to make it go down better. Thus the oldest poems are 
pieces of morality, historical accounts of the actions of great 
and famous men, or the praises of God.”®® Samuel Cobb 
spoke of poetry in Paradise and of Moses as the first of 
poets.®® Even Shaftesbury, who in many points was one of 
the inspirers of^ the historical movement, thought that 
Homer “introduced” the natural and simple style, in oppo¬ 
sition to the earliest poets, who wrote in an extremely meta¬ 
phorical manner. From Homer derived both tragedy and 
comedy, which “first lay in a kind of chaos intermixed with 
other kinds.” ®^ But more naturalistic theories of the origin 
of poetry were common very early. Joseph Trapp, for in¬ 
stance, who cannot be described as sympathizing with the 
primitivist point of view, agreed with Vossius that poetry 
took its rise from Love, but owed its increase and progress 
to Religion. Harvest thanksgiving poems were the oldest 
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poems, and shepherds found out the use of poetry in Greece; 
thus the lyric was the oldest kind of poetry and shepherds 
were the first poets.*® But the established theory of the ori¬ 
gin of poetry assigned it to a simple “overflow of emotion” 
in primitive man which somehow “of itself,” as Blair says, 
assumed a poetical turn.®* Lowth thus considered the ode 
as the most ancient species of poetry and almost coeval with 
human nature itself. The ode was the “offspring of the most 
vivid, and the most agreeable passions of the mind, of love, 
joy and admiration.” ®^ 

A series of articles in the British Magasdne (1762), which 
have been ascribed both to Goldsmith and Smollett, contains 
a most characteristic discussion of the origin of poetry.*® 
The author distinguished between poetry which sprang 
from ease (apparently the pastorals) and another “species 
which owed its rise to inspiration and enthusiasm. . . . The 
admiration and awe” of primitive man before the beauties of 
nature “would break forth in exclamations expressive of 
the passion produced.” For instance, seeing the sun, he 
would speak “O glorious luminary,” etc., all in the approved 
sentimental rhetorical style. A number of individuals would 
join in these orisons which would be accompanied by cor¬ 
responding gesticulations of the body. The sounds and ges¬ 
tures would “naturally” fall into measured cadence. “Thus 
the song and the dance would be produced, and a system of 
worship being formed, the Muse would be consecrated to 
the purposes of religion.” The poetry of the bards and Chi¬ 
nese poetry were cited to show “poetry as a universal ve¬ 
hicle.” The poet’s share in the creation of mythology was 
stressed, and satire was derived quite simply from the fes¬ 
tivals of the gods. These produced good cheer, which led to 
mirth and buflFoonery: “hence satire.” ** The account of the 
origin of poetry in the preface to A Poetical Dictionary 
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(1761), very doubtfully ascribed to Goldsmith, is similar. 
Early “man felt an inward acknowledgment of the im¬ 
mensity and omnipotence of that supreme being, to whom 
he owed his nature and perfections: and that acknowledg¬ 
ment broke forth in numbers of harmony.” Thus “the 
throne of poetry was founded upon religion.” 

Hugh Blair (1763) and William Duff (1767) were the ex¬ 
travagant exponents of the purely emotional origin of 
poetry, “the effusion of a glowing fancy and an impassioned 
heart which will be perfectly natural and original.” This 
theory was elaborated in more detail in Sir William Jones’s 
Essay on the Arts commonly called Imitative (1772). Like 
Goldsmith, he derives poetry purely from emotional needs. 
It was “originally no more than a strong, and animated ex¬ 
pression of the human passions, of joy and grief, love and 
hate, admiration and anger.” For no particular reason, except 
a belief in man’s innate religiosity, he decided that “the most 
ancient sort of poetry consisted in praising the deity.” He 
imagined, like Goldsmith, a primitive man, in face of the 
wonders of nature, “bursting into an extasy of joy, and 
pouring his praises to the creator of those wonders, and the 
author of his happiness.” The next source of poetry was 
“probably love.” Hence arose “the most agreeable odes and 
love-songs.” Then came grief, which found expression, first in 
dirges and later in elegies. “As soon as vice began to prevail 
in the world,” there was, of course, detestation for it, and 
this evoked moral poetry. “Where there is vice, there must 
be hate,” and hate led to satire. Thus drama was derived 
from religion, lyrical poetry from love, and the epic from 
the detestation of vice and admiration for virtue, since “it 
illustrates some moral truth by the examples of heroes and 
kings.” Sir William Jones then defined “original and native 
poetry” (the main examples of which he found in the Bible) 
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as “the language of the violent passions, expressed in exact 
measure, with strong accents and significant words.” 

This theory of the origin of poetry, which one may call 
the “spontaneous generation” theory, was part of the whole 
conception of a “natural” evolution of poetry in terms of a 
biological organism. We have shown how old are these 
originally metaphorical analogies. They recur in several 
variations; Hugh Blair, for example, drew a parallel between 
the youth of man and the early stages of poetry.^®® Mrs. 
Cooper, or whoever wrote the comments in the Muses' Li¬ 
brary (1737), compared the tracing of the progress of Eng¬ 
lish poetry with the scientist’s study of a series of fossils, 
“leading step by step from nature in her crudest state to the 
most refined.” 

The necessity of the evolutionary process was stressed re¬ 
peatedly; Shaftesbury spoke of the succession of genres in 
Greece as happening “not by chance, but rather through ne¬ 
cessity, and from the reason and nature of things.” Most 
common, however, was the analogy with the flowering of 
a fruit or vegetable or the aging of a man, an idea that easily 
led to the conception of a closed cycle of evolution, repeat¬ 
ing itself over and over again. We have shown that the idea 
came from antiquity and found its main exponent in Tem¬ 
ple.^®® Hume adopted this view, paraphrasing Velleius Pa¬ 
terculus fairly closely. “When the arts and sciences come to 
perfection in any state,” he says in the Essay on the Rise and 
Progress of the Arts and Sciences, “from that moment they 
naturally, or rather necessarily decline, and seldom or never 
revive in that nation, where they formerly flourished.” He 
recognized implicitly the “cycle” theory when he concluded 
that “arts and sciences, like some plants require a fresh soil” 
in order to flower and to decay again.®®^ 

This conception permeated the curious book by Gold- 
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smith on the Present State of Polite Learning (1759), which 
assumed a circular theory similar to Temple’s. He accepted 
a close, necessary parallel between ancient and modem liter¬ 
ature enabling us to perceive that period of antiquity which 
the present age most resembles. Hence we shall learn 
“whether we are making advances towards excellence or 
retiring again to primeval obscurity: we shall by their ex¬ 
ample, be taught to acquiesce in those defects which it is im¬ 
possible to prevent.” This strange fatalism led to a pessi¬ 
mistic view of the present state of polite learning in 
England. The prevalence of criticism (Goldsmith complains 
that there were as many as two literary reviews in London!) 
marks the “natural decay of politeness,” a decay which “may 
be deplored but cannot be prevented.” In the Citizen of 
the World (1760) Goldsmith echoed Hume: “This decay,” 
he thought, “is surely from nature, and not the result of vol¬ 
untary degeneracy. . . . Fatigued nature again begins to re¬ 
pose for some succeeding effort.” 

This almost biological fatalism was not, of course, ac¬ 
cepted generally. Other explanations for decadence were 
easily available, such as the paralyzing influence of a very 
great master or the exhaustion which drives artists to search 
for novelty at any price. This point of view was expressed 
fully by Karnes in his Sketches of the History of Mail, There 
he attacked Velleius Paterculus and Winckelmann for adopt¬ 
ing a “reason not a little ridiculous.” Winckelmann is a sig¬ 
nificant name in our context as he was the first to write a 
history of Greek art which was not merely a list of artists, 
but he was apparently the first and last to utter this opinion 
for a long time to come, and the problem receded again into 
the background. 

Karnes argued against the necessity of decay which he as¬ 
cribed to “a performance so much superior to all of the kind 
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as to extinguish emulation,” and judged that “supposing a 
language to have acquired its utmost perfection, I see noth¬ 
ing that should necessarily occasion any change,” except 
some external agency, like a political revolution.^^® Karnes 
thus, for the first time, clearly formulated the ever-recurring 
opposition to the idea of a necessary internal evolution. In 
these and similar ideas was the germ of a purely deductive, 
general, speculative history of poetry, which could be con¬ 
structed from a knowledge of human nature, without regard 
to particular times or places. 

Many eighteenth-century minds pursued this seductive 
vision; it came obviously immediately from Montesquieu and 
Condillac and ultimately from Vico. Adam Smith early con¬ 
templated such a general “history of human improvement” 
to account for the origin of the different sciences and arts 
and show “by what chain has the mind been led from their 
first rudiments to their last and most refined improve¬ 
ments.” His History of Astronomy was planned as such 
a conjectural history or “histoire raisonn6e,” and he sketched 
a history of language in this style. Unfortunately, nothing 
has remained of his lectures on English literature, given as 
early as 1748-49 in Edinburgh, though it is hardly likely 
that they contained more than an outline of rhetoric.^^® 
Only from other later papers can we learn that Adam Smith 
conceived poetry, music and dancing as three sister arts 
“which originally went perhaps together.” 

All these ideas met in John Brown’s remarkable attempt at 
a general history of poetry, called Dissertation on the Rise, 
Union and Rower, the Frogressions, Separations and Cor¬ 
ruptions of Poetry and Music (1763).^^* Brown is a prim- 
idvist with a clear consciousness of the uniform nature of 
savage life, and he recommends a study of the “principles 
of savage nature” as the starting-point for a history of 
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poetry. He collects his examples from all over the world, 
from Greece, Ossianic Scotland, Bardic Ireland, Scaldic Ice¬ 
land, Peru, India, China and America without much distinc¬ 
tion, though he admits that allowance must be made for dif¬ 
ferences of soil and climate. But, first of all, he pretends to 
arrive at a general history of poetry purely by speculation 
on its universal, necessary derivation. The passions of prim¬ 
itive people find a natural expression in a mere “chaos of 
gestures, voice and speech.” Then the “natural love of meas¬ 
ured melody, which time and experience produce, throws 
the voice into song, the gesture into dance, the speech into 
verse or numbers.” 

Thus arose, among all nations, a union of song, dance and 
poetry, an original song-feast, something like the Wagnerian 
“Gesamkunstwerk.” It was produced by the most eminent 
people among the tribe, by the chieftains, who were thus at 
first legislators, musicians, and poets all rolled into one. At 
this stage, the earliest histories, laws, and proverbs would be 
written in verse. Verse was thus before prose, not for any 
mnemotechnic reasons, but because the “natural passion for 
melody and dance necessarily throws the accompanying 
song into a correspondent rhythm.” The religious rites of the 
early people would also naturally be accompanied by dance 
and song. 

But this ideal state of affairs could not last: with the ad¬ 
vance of civilization the three arts would separate and, in 
Brown’s view, degenerate from their original union, in 
which the “several kinds would lie confused, in a sort of un¬ 
distinguished mass, mingled in the same composition.” The 
union of poet, musician and legislator would dissolve. Thus 
the individual arts, dance, music, and poetry would arise, 
beginning with dance, which is the first art to become dis¬ 
tinct. Poetry would, at first, be a confusion of all genres. 
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“a rapturous mixture of hymns, history, fable and mythol¬ 
ogy, thrown out by the enthusiastic bard in legislative 
songs.” Then the individual kinds would arise. First would 
come lyrical poetry, odes or hymns, because poetry is “in 
the simple state, but a kind of rapturous exclamations, of 
joy, grief, triumph or exaltation.” 

The epic poem would arise next, for the earliest histories 
would be written in verse. Then, from the union of these 
two (an unexplained, retrograde step), a certain rude out¬ 
line of tragedy would arise, also, of course “naturally.” A 
bard would celebrate the deeds of a hero, and the “surround¬ 
ing choir would answer him at intervals, by shouts of sym¬ 
pathy or concurrent approbation.” This “barbarous scene” 
would “improve” into a more perfect form, he says—rather 
inconsistently in view of his general theory of deterioration 
all along the line. “Instead of relating they would probably 
represent, by action and song united, those great and terrible 
achievements which their heroes had performed.” Not only 
can tragedy thus be shown to be a necessary result of evolu¬ 
tion, but every detail of tragedy can be deduced similarly. 
“If the choir should be established by general use, and should 
animate the solemnity by dance as well as song, the melody, 
dance, and song would, of course, regulate each other and 
the Ode or Song would fall into stanzas.” The continuous 
presence of a choir must lead to the unities of place and 
time. Thus having accounted for the rise of aU main kinds 
of poetry, the further development can be described only as 
a process of further fission: a process of specialization and, 
in Brown’s eyes, of degeneration closely connected with 
a general corruption of manners. 

Brown asserted and believed that he had “deduced” this 
whole ingenious scheme on purely general, or as we would 
say today, abstract “sociological” principles. His numbered 
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propositions follow each other seemingly with the same 
rigour as the propositions in Spinoza’s EthicSy deduced 
“more geometrico.” Brown then tries to demonstrate that 
empirical evidence from all countries tallies exactly with the 
outline deduced. Greece is the first example, most fully 
elaborated, and as the scheme was obviously composed with 
an eye on Greece, it is not very difficult for Brown to show 
that every detail corroborates his theory. There is the orig¬ 
inal union of all the three arts, the high status of early bards 
like Orpheus or Homer, the rise of Orphic hymns, of the 
Hesiodic and Homeric epic, and finally of tragedy, all nicely 
agreeing, point by point, with the general scheme. 

A new feature is an acknowledgment to the genius of 
Aeschylus, whose inventive power added a second person 
to the drama; and this recognition of individual initiative 
somewhat contradicts the collectivist theory the author pro¬ 
fesses. The description of the rise of comedy is also new. 
Comedy arose from narrative poems of the invective or 
comic kind, which in their turn arose from casual strokes 
of raillery in the original choirs at song-festivals. The nar¬ 
rative would easily slide into dramatic representation. The 
dissolute comedy of Aristophanes corresponds to the rule 
of a dissolute populace. All “these causes clearly account 
for the establishment of the old comedy, at that very period 
it took place.” The new comedy with its unpolitical, gen¬ 
eralized satire is due to the suppression of the excesses com¬ 
mitted by the old. 

Brown then looks for corroboration of his scheme among 
the northern nations, though he has to admit gaps in the 
chain owing to the paucity of evidence. The only example, 
doubtful at that, of the union of legislator and bard is Snorri 
Sturluson. All other Nordic poetry arose during the second 
stage of separation between legislator and bard. Thus Ossian 
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is quoted as “a noble confirmation to many principles ad¬ 
vanced in this analysis.” Especially he serves as an example 
of the original union of kinds, because Fingal is chiefly epic 
yet mixed with hymns. The same principles are then shown 
to be illustrated by the history of the Irish bards, by Chinese 
conditions, by quotations from Garcilaso de la Vega on 
Peru and by an account of the coast of Coromandel. The 
natural union of melody and song and the progressive stages 
of their separation are then illustrated from Hebrew poetry, 
and conditions in Rome are cited as examples of an ad¬ 
vanced stage of disintegration. 

The Middle Ages, so far as they were not accounted for 
by the references to Ossian, the Edda, and the Irish bards, 
are passed over as barbarous; nor can the Renaissance pre¬ 
sent a cheerful picture to Brown. On the Revival of Learn¬ 
ing, the three greater kinds of poetry were, in many in¬ 
stances, necessarily divorced from music, for the Greek and 
Roman poets, being the only approved models, could be 
read and imitated by scholars only. Thus tragedy and the 
ode were divorced from their assistant arts and became the 
“languid amusement of the closet,” and “tragedies that can¬ 
not be acted and odes that cannot be sung” were the final 
result of the separation, which in music is paralleled by the 
rise of counterpoint and thus of instrumental music. 

The whole history of poetry appears thus as a regular 
process of disintegration and a gradual dissociation of an 
original ideal union. But Brown was not merely a passive 
observer and historian of poetry; he was also a reformer 
who wanted to accomplish a reunion of poetry and music 
in the very teeth of his theory. Though he had just tried to 
establish the inevitability of the whole process, he would 
himself like to reverse the course of events. He, therefore, 
traces the several attempts to reunite poetry and music: the 
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song, the opera, the motet, and the oratorio, all and sundry 
of which he criticizes as imperfect unions. Songs, and espe¬ 
cially Scotch airs, are praised, but criticized as “divorced 
from important topics.” The opera is condemned as an un¬ 
natural revival of Roman tragedy. “It is an exhibition alto¬ 
gether out of nature, and repugnant to the universal genius 
of modern customs and manners.” Opera emerged only at 
a time “when the general state of manners in Europe could 
not naturally produce it.” In the motets and oratorios poetry 
is completely subordinated to music. So Brown proposes a 
reunion of poetry and music through odes in the style of 
Dryden, with musical accompaniment. He elaborates the 
scheme of an academy to be established for this purpose and 
furnishes himself a specimen of such an ode, which is, how¬ 
ever, a rather dreary example of Pindarics on a Biblical 
theme. 

All these practical suggestions seem a disappointing anti¬ 
climax to a remarkable theory which in many ways antici¬ 
pates the arguments of Nietzsche and Wagner. It fitted, 
however, very closely into a contemporary movement which 
tried to combine poetry and music under many forms. 
Benda’s melodrafna, Gluck’s operas, Algarotti’s writings, and 
in England such attempts as Mason’s choral tragedies, point 
in the same direction.^^® Brown’s own ideas of a reunion are 
particularly academic and lifeless, and his pattern of evolu¬ 
tion is too simple, too hard and fast, for the modern mind. 
But it is important not only for his consistently ethnographic 
approach to poetry, but mainly because his rigid scheme of 
evolution was the first attempt at a history of poetry with¬ 
out names of individual poets. It foreshadowed the concept 
of collective creation which led to the romantic ideas of 
“communal” authorship, and it sketched, or at least implied, 
the idea of an internal, self-propelled movement of poetry. 
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which was much later most clearly formulated in Hegelian 
dialectics. 

Though we could not accept the easy rationalist formulas 
suggested by Brown, the problem itself has been unduly 
neglected in recent decades. Only a book like the Chad¬ 
wicks’ Growth of Literature shows that it is still as topical 
as ever and that it is well worth attempting with a present- 
day knowledge of primitive oral poetry. In Brown the rigid 
scheme of evolution, precisely because it aspires to be abso¬ 
lutely general and applicable to any time or society, is detri¬ 
mental to an actual comprehension of the much more com¬ 
plex historical process. 

The opinions expressed by Brown in another book, on 
Shaftesbury’s Characteristics (1751), support this diagnosis 
fully. There he says that there is but “one unvaried lan¬ 
guage or style in painting. Its foundation is in the senses and 
reason of mankind: and it is therefore the same in every age 
and nation.” Though there are fashions in literary style, 
which are “relative, local and capricious,” the only good 
style is that of “unadorned simplicity,” free of every local, 
peculiar, and grotesque ornament, as we find it in the Bible. 
It is significant of the curiously common eighteenth-century 
lack of discrimination that Brown enumerates as great simple 
writers not only Homer, Virgil, etc., but also Demosthenes 
and Cicero, Dante and Boileau, Shakespeare and Milton. In 
particular, Milton had, according to Brown, “formed himself 
entirely on the simple model of the best Greek writers and 
the sacred Scriptures.” Though all these details show 
Brown’s unhistorical mentality, and though his principle of 
evolution is thus only a uniform process of disintegration, 
the fact that such a general history was attempted at all 
shows how the idea of development had entered general 
consciousness. 
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Brown was by no means without influence. John Greg¬ 
ory’s curious medley called Comparative View of the State 
and Faculties of Man (1765) reproduced Brown quite 
closely,and Daniel Webb’s Observations on the Cor¬ 
respondence between Poetry and Music (1769) combined 
Brown’s evolution of poetry with a theory of the origin of 
language, based purely on imitation of sound. “Passion pro¬ 
duced song; . . . passion and song gave birth to measure”; 
in the early stages of society the “characters of the poet and 
musician would be united in the same person”—these are 
statements which we could find also in Brown. Webb had a 
confused theory about the rise of verse from the impres¬ 
sions of sentiment and of the necessary succession of metres; 
iamb and trochee were the original metres, from which dac¬ 
tyl and anapaest were derived. The next step of evolution 
was a mixture of iambic and trochaic verses. As an example 
of the earliest stage a Peruvian rhymeless sonnet is quoted, 
while the mixture of metre is proved from Chevy Chase. 

Webb was frankly puzzled by ancient lyrical poetry and 
by the problem of quantitative measures with musical ac¬ 
companiment. He was even sceptical about the traditional 
glories of ancient ^music, but accepted an original union and 
common rhythm of poetry and music “where measure flows 
from the laws of musical pronunciation.” Evan Evans 
and Percy also referred to Brown, and some of his con¬ 
cepts can be found in Wood’s book on Homer. Wood 
stressed the oral transmission of the Homeric poems and 
the idea that the priest was originally a law-giver, a poet, 
and a musician all in one.^^^ 

A slightly different evolutionary conception was ex¬ 
pounded by Adam Ferguson in his Essay on the History of 
Civil Society (1767). Ferguson’s interests were largely “so¬ 
ciological,” and his comments on literature are rather meagre. 
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But he worked the development of poetry into his scheme. 
On the whole, he accepted the primitivist point of view. 
Man is a “poet by nature,” and poetry arose out of uni¬ 
versal psychological needs, out of delight in sound and the 
desire to memorize the record of events more easily. He ac¬ 
cepted Blair’s and Brown’s thesis that the “early history of 
all nations was uniform in this particular: priests, statesmen 
and philosophers in the first ages of Greece delivered their 
instructions in poetry, and mixed with the dealers in music 
and heroic fable.” Then a sorting-out took place, an eman¬ 
cipation of poetry from mere instruction in politics, his¬ 
tory, and other subjects. 

Ferguson had unfortunately little to say on the concrete 
process of this progressive division of labour, beyond a gen¬ 
eral afiSrmation that literature develops in close contact with 
society and that, therefore, retirement is not favourable to 
the production of great literature. Literature revived “among 
the turbulent states of Italy” in times of acute conflict and 
dissensions. Ferguson showed an understanding of the 
change of social forms by growing social differentiation, and 
he suggested that the process of literature could be linked 
up with this social development. He has, therefore, been 
called the first “sociologist,” and Auguste Comte frequently 
referred to him as a predecessor.^®^ But the concept of de¬ 
velopment in Ferguson was just as anti-individualist as in 
Brown, and thus equally blocked the way to a more concrete 
understanding of literary evolution. Later, however, these 
speculations assumed a very great importance in literary 
history and paved the way for Hippolyte Taine and Brune- 
ti^re, and for the most consistent “evolutionist” in England, 
John Addington Symonds, whose Shakspere’s Predeces¬ 
sors (1884) well illustrates both the successes and dangers 
of this approach. 



IDEAS ON LITERARY HISTORY 83 

Throughout the preceding sketch we have only inci¬ 
dentally referred to contemporary theories of language, its 
nature, its origin and evolution, though these were obviously 
of the highest importance for the rise of similar theories on 
literature. Eighteenth century ideas on language merit a spe¬ 
cially close consideration, not only as an almost exact par¬ 
allel to the ideas held about literary individuality and de¬ 
velopment, but also as the model which influenced the 
establishment and acceptance of the theories of literary his¬ 
tory sketched above. Language and literature are inseparable, 
and the art of poetry, in particular, could not be dissociated 
from the language and diction in which it was written. In 
linguistics, as in aesthetics, we see the same turn from ration¬ 
alism to psychologism. Descartes, Delgarno, Leibniz and, in 
England, John Wilkins worked for a “universal” lan¬ 
guage: a language of fixed signs, which would fulfill intel- 
lectualist demands for clarity, a single meaning for every 
sign, etc. This is an ideal that has led since to many attempts 
at constructing an artificial language and has helped the 
achievements of modem “symbolic logic.” 

Locke seems to have been the first to “psychologize” lan¬ 
guage, to underst;^nd it as an operation of the mind, both as 
to origin and function. But he still was a rationalist, since he 
considered language merely as a means to the end of knowl¬ 
edge. Berkeley was a most extreme nominalist, thinking of 
language not as an instrument of thought but more as a hin¬ 
drance to the advancement of science. “We need only draw 
the curtain of words, to behold the fairest tree of knowl¬ 
edge.” This negative attitude to language did not, how¬ 
ever, impede the concrete study of language. On the con¬ 
trary, by denying the one-to-one relation of linguistic 
symbol and object, and by maligning the cognitive power 
of language, attention was turned away from language as a 
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copy of existent qualities of things and directed to language 
as a mirror of individual and national conceptions of things. 
It is exactly the same process as that by which the apparently 
anarchic concept of “taste” became fruitful for the study of 
literature. 

Already Bacon had characterized the advantages and dis¬ 
advantages of individual languages.^*'' Analyses of Greek, 
Latin, and Hebrew, and sometimes even comparison of them 
with English, date back to the Renaissance, though their 
value was impaired by superstitious veneration for the clas¬ 
sical languages and by the prevalence of vague ideas about 
the structure and history of the English language. But pa¬ 
triotic pride did much to offset the weight of tradition, just 
as it did in literary criticism, and there were innumerable 
comparisons between English and French to the disadvan¬ 
tage of the latter.^*® Something like a description of national 
style thus became possible. 

With the growing sense of individuality a comprehension 
of the shades of individual style increased considerably. Al¬ 
ready Puttenham in a remarkable passage had spoken about 
style as “the image of man, mentis character .... For man is 
but his mind, and as his mind is tempered and qualified, so 
are his speeches and language at large, and his inward con¬ 
ceits be the metal of his mind, and his manner of utterance 
the very warp and woof of his conceits.” Similarly Ben 
Jonson had spoken about “orat/o, imago cmnAP How¬ 
ever, in spite of this theoretical conception, we rarely meet 
with any clear description of style, though the tradition of 
ancient rhetoric supplied at least some of the instruments 
and criteria. But more common were almost purely instinc¬ 
tive characterizations of the effects of style and manner. 
Thus, for instance, the author of a series of papers in the 
Literary Magazine (1758) called the “History of our own 
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Language” showed considerable ingenuity in characterizing 
the style of the most important prose writers of the seven¬ 
teenth and eighteenth centuries from the point of view of an 
ideal of perspicacity and grace.^^^ 

There must be everywhere in criticism thousands of such 
pronouncements, and a study of translations would be profit¬ 
able if carried out with this growth of stylistic sense in 
mind. The contrast between Pope’s Homer and, for instance, 
Cary’s Dante, the result of about a century’s evolution, is 
striking and should be considered apart from the different 
abilities of the two men. 

Locke’s theory of language, which admitted the collabora¬ 
tion of minds in “mixed modes,” had shown that “universal” 
grammar was an illusion. He had stressed the impossibility 
of exact translations and demonstrated that “very few words 
correspond exactly in different languages.” He had thus 
opened the gate to pure subjectivism, as the concept of taste 
did in aesthetics. But, just as the “standard of taste” was a 
reaction against this extreme subjectivism, a similar reaction 
came also in linguistics. It has the same source: Neoplatonism 
and Shaftesbury. James Harris, Shaftesbury’s fervent ad¬ 
mirer, led the way. His Hermes (lys^) was, according to 
the subtitle, another attempt at universal grammar. There 
was a rationalist element in him, which was, however, far 
outweighed by Neoplatonic ideas. Language was to him a 
system of symbols, expressing general ideas, which are con¬ 
ceived as subsisting in a Platonic world. Hence he was led 
to a discussion of individual languages, as “nations like single 
men, have their peculiar ideas.” These peculiar ideas become 
“the genius of their language, since the symbol must, of 
course, correspond to its archetype.” Harris thus could 
characterize the individual languages, concluding with a 
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eulogy of Greek as “conformable to the transcendent and 
universal genius” of its people. 

For Harris, every language has its national genius, its own 
peculiar form-giving principle, an idea which led to the 
German “Sprachgeist” and is only one step removed from 
the conception of a peculiar genius in every national liter¬ 
ature. Harris found the genius of the language in its form, in 
the intelligible, “internal” form—a Neoplatonic concept 
which had been reintroduced by Shaftesbury and the Cam¬ 
bridge Platonists. This internal form was not conceived as 
something outside the mind of man, but as a function of its 
workings. In a Treatise concerning Art (1744) Harris had 
described art not as a finished product but as an “energy.” In 
Hermes he spoke of language not as an invention, but as a 
creation, an unfinished process. Art and language were to 
Harris not merely ornaments of the mind. He addressed art: 
“Thou art more truly mind itself—’tis mind thou art, most 
perfect mind.” Here in Harris were the germs of con¬ 
ceptions that much later came back to England in German 
elaboration: the “spirit of language,” “internal form,” art as 
the activity and expression of the national soul. 

These ideas remained in Harris, however, largely static, 
divorced from a conception of the origin and development 
of language. Even to Harris language was mainly an instru¬ 
ment of knowledge. This view changed only when the 
genetic approach defeated intellectualism and established an 
emotional conception of language. The latter was, of course, 
not an entirely new idea. Already Epicurus had derived 
language from “pathos,” from feeling, dislike and like, and 
Lucretius stressed the desire for sensual expression.^*® The 
notion was elaborated by Vico, who, directly or indirectly, 
must have influenced the whole century with his emotionalist 
theory of language and its origin. A scientific theory of the 
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origin of language was only possible when the account in 
Genesis had been discarded. As late a writer as Monboddo 
had to make elaborate subterfuges to hide the irreconcil¬ 
ability of his theory with the Bible. But many earlier writers 
simply proceeded on the assumption of a natural origin of 
language; Mandeville gave a naturalistic account of the slow 
rise of language from gestures and sounds like weeping;^^® 
Blackwell tried to account for it from “rude accidental 
sounds” uttered under the pressure of some passion. The 
primitive parts of language consisted of rough, undeclined, 
impersonal monosyllables expressive commonly of the highest 
passions. Chinese and the supposedly monosyllabic northern 
tongues are quoted as examples of such rude aboriginal lan¬ 
guages. 

This emotional theory of the origin of language explained 
the supposed characteristic of all primitive languages (and 
thus all primitive poetry), its figurativeness. “From this de¬ 
duction it is plain,” said Blackwell, “that any language 
formed as described above, must be full of metaphor. We 
must imagine the speech of savages to be broken, unequal 
and boisterous.” The Turks, Arabs and Indians are described 
as taciturn people, who, when they open their mouths and 
“give loose to a fiery imagination, are poetical and full of 
metaphors.” The Preambles to the Arabian Nights, knowl¬ 
edge of which was then just spreading through Galland’s 
translation, are quoted as an example. Blackwell, though else¬ 
where drawing the conclusion that a “polished language is 
not fit for a great poet,” still thought of metaphor largely 
as a “real defect” of speech, as a necessary makeshift at a 
stage when vocabulary was still limited.^^^ 

This rationalist view was most vigorously expounded in 
William Warburton’s Divine Legation of Moses (1741). 
There he indignantly rejected the idea of a rise of language 
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from confused and indistinct noises and appealed to the 
scriptural account of its origin in divine instruction. But in 
practice he traced a history of language through sign (ges¬ 
ture) to parable, simile, metaphor and epithet in a logical 
succession. Metaphor was not due, “as it is commonly sup¬ 
posed,” to the “warmth of a florid and improved fancy,” but 
solely to a “want,” to a “rusticity of conception.” American 
savages, ancient Gauls, and the love of proverbs among 
peasants are mentioned. The whole process was paralleled 
in the history of writing. Against those who interpreted the 
Egyptian hieroglyphics as signs of mysterious wisdom. War- 
burton argues that they are mere picture-writing, and thus 
more primitive, more metaphorical, and an essentially de¬ 
fective means of communication.^®® 

In Harris’s Hermes (1751), another very rationalistic the¬ 
ory of the origin of the Oriental, metaphorical style was sug¬ 
gested. The words of Orientals were consonant with their 
servile ideas. They knew only “tyrants” and “slaves” and 
talked of kings as gods. Thus hyperbole was introduced, ex¬ 
aggeration which sometimes ascended into the great and 
magnificent and even sublime, as in the Scriptures, but also 
“frequently degenerated into tumid and bumbast (sic).”^®® 
Lowth’s whole book on Hebrew poetry (1753) was based 
on Harris’s ideas of the “peculiar genius and character of 
each language,” which determines “to a great measure the 
style and colour of the poetic diction.” The different 
metaphors, similes, etc. of Hebrew poetry were analyzed on 
the assumption that primitive poetry must and should be 
metaphorical. 

This idea recurred in many eighteenth-century books and 
was invariably used to characterize early poetry. Blair, in 
the Dissertation on Ossian (1763), combined the rationalist 
with the emotionalist explanation of the origins of language. 
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“Figurative language,” he said, “owes its rise chiefly to two 
causes: to the want of proper names for objects and to the 
influence of imagination and passion over the form of ex¬ 
pression.” In William Duff, who is one of the most ex¬ 
treme primitivists of the time, “bold and glowing meta¬ 
phors” were associated with early poetry and found, 
without much distinction, in Homer and Ossian, in the Bible 
and Oriental poetry, and in the Nordic scalds and Shake¬ 
speare. Karnes tried to show that figurative language was 
part and parcel of the early development of mankind. “Dur¬ 
ing the infancy of taste, imagination is suffered to roam, as 
in sleep, without control. Wonder is the passion of savages 
and rustics.” Thus “giants, and magicians, fairy-land and 
enchantment” were invented first. As a second stage, closer 
to modern refinement, after gigantic fiction had been ban¬ 
ished, there remained the taste for “gigantic similes, meta¬ 
phors and allegories.” Folk-lore and folk-mythology is 
worked into a general scheme of history as a preparatory 
stage to metaphorical style by an easy equivocation of the 
word “gigantic.” 

The Song of Solomon is quoted as an example of the 
metaphorical stkge, and the theory that figurative language 
is due to the force of imagination in a warm climate is re¬ 
jected. “In every climate, hot and cold, the figurative style 
is carried to extravagance, during a certain period of writ¬ 
ing. Even in the bitter cold country of Iceland we are at no 
loss for examples,” Karnes argues, and he quotes a number 
of kenningar from the Edda}^^ We must not forget that 
even the highly ornate and to our mind extremely artificial 
style of Gray’s odes was a conscious attempt to recapture 
that “oriental,” elevated, sublime, metaphorical style which 
was supposed to be nearest to the language of the heart and 
thus to the poetry of original unspoilt natural man. The 
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obscurity, deliberate allusiveness, and abruptness of these 
odes were all considered well in harmony with ancient 
ballads, Welsh odes, Scaldic poetry, and Pindarics. 

A more careful, almost physiological statement of the 
origin of figurative speech can be found in Daniel Webb’s 
Observations on the Correspondence between Poetry and 
Music (1769). Webb, too, rejected the idea that language 
had its source in contract. Language in its earliest stages is 
most ‘‘expressive,” since it is mostly the “offspring of sen¬ 
sation.” It arises from the imitation of natural sounds, a 
theory which was elaborated by Webb in great detail and 
still finds some adherents among philologists. This theory 
alone seemed to Webb satisfactory to “deduce the inven¬ 
tion of language, in its first spring, from a simple and almost 
mechanical exertion of our faculties.” The most simple 
words are thus the most original. Only when imitation 
failed, “compact” must have taken place. Webb then tried 
to explain why imagery is the language of passion and sug¬ 
gests that imagination can be quite literally heated with the 
animal spirits.^^^ 

The eighteenth-century stress on visual metaphor was one 
of the consequences of the Cartesian psychology with its 
high valuation of sight. “Imagination” in Addison and many 
others means little more than the visualizing faculty as “our 
sight is the most perfect and most delightful of all senses.” 
The principle of ut pictura poesis and the whole efflorescence 
of purely descriptive poetry are symptoms of the same atti¬ 
tude. The enthusiasm for metaphor is also explainable from 
the stress contemporary psychology put on the power of as¬ 
sociation. Genius was sometimes, especially by Muratori, de¬ 
fined as a combinatory power, as the faculty of discovering 
similarities even between dissimilar things. Thus wit, meta¬ 
phor, and genius are constantly associated in the eighteenth 
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century; the common bond of the three terms is in inven¬ 
tiveness, which is frequently itself described as a power of 
combination. The invention of a centaur was highly valued 
as a proof of genius; Shakespeare’s Caliban or Pope’s 
Rosicrucian elves in the Rape of the Lock were generally 
admired as supreme examples of genius. The speech of primi¬ 
tive people was thus naturally considered the nourishing 
soil of genius. 

This simple and widespread conception of a derivation 
of language and of the metaphorical style from emotion was 
not accepted by many more speculative thinkers. Many were 
no more content with the crude dualism between metaphor¬ 
ical and modern rationalist language than they were with the 
dualism between primitive and polished poetry. The idea of 
an evolution of language was actually more easily conceiv¬ 
able than that of an evolution of literature. The parallel be¬ 
tween language and a vegetable had been drawn by Davenant 
and Temple. It was repeated by Welsted. “It is with lan¬ 
guages, as it is with animals, vegetables, and all other things: 
they have their rise, progress, their maturity, and their 
decay.” Dr. Johnson, too, admits implicitly the internal 
development of language when he rejects any attempt to 
explain the loss of forms and terminations in the transition 
from Old English to Middle English by external causes, such 
as the intermixture of languages.^^"^ Joseph Priestley in his 
Course of Lectures on the Theory of Language (1762) ac¬ 
cepted the idea of a “regular growth and corruption of lan¬ 
guages” and drew the parallel between language and the 
development of an animal or plant. Though he admits the 
force of external historical influences, such as migrations, on 
the history of language, he rejects the idea that language 
could be artificially directed or corrected. 

This spread of an “organic” conception of language, the 
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victory of those who would explain it rather physei than 
theseiy could also be illustrated by the almost general aban¬ 
donment of the idea of an English academy, or other methods 
of ‘‘ascertaining and fixing our language forever,’’ for which 
Swift had hoped.^^® The supposed critical dictator of the 
eighteenth century. Dr. Johnson, professed in the Preface 
to his Dictionary (1755) that he had to give up “his early 
hopes of stabilizing the language.” He accepted change 
as gradual and inevitable, though he reasonably enough 
recommended, and himself assisted, efforts to retard an evo¬ 
lution which elicited widespread fears that “such as Chaucer 
is, shall Dryden be.” 

But professional thinkers tried to trace the actual detailed 
general evolution of language in exactly the same manner as 
Brown had tried to trace the general history of poetry. 
Adam Smith constructed such a conjectural history of lan¬ 
guage in his Considerations concerning the first Formation 
of Languages (1767).^®^ He saw the history of language as 
a process of increasing abstraction, as a movement from the 
concrete to the abstract. He traced a sequence of denomina¬ 
tions from proper nouns to common names, hence to adjec¬ 
tives and so on through all parts of speech. Prepositions 
signifying abstract relations appear as the last stage. Logi¬ 
cally, Adam Smith should have considered this disintegra¬ 
tion of language into component parts (such as the isolation 
of prepositions, compared with the older suffixes) as a sign 
of progress. But, under the influence of traditional respect 
for the classical languages. Smith decided that they were still 
superior to a language like English, though he saw that the 
“simplification of machines” meant progress.^®® The reasons 
given for this decision are the alleged prolixity and disagree¬ 
able sound of synthetic languages like English. He was 
similarly inconsistent in his opinion on the causes of this 
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development. His whole theory was based on the conception 
of a necessary, logical development from the concrete to the 
abstract, but in practice he decided that the mixture of lan¬ 
guages was the cause for the loss of complexity. Only 
Jeremy Bentham was later consistent enough in his Utili¬ 
tarianism to welcome the evolution towards the synthetic 
type unreservedly. 

Another elaborate attempt to describe this general neces¬ 
sary history of language was Monboddo’s Origin and 
Progress of Language (1773), where language was set into 
the framework of a conjectural history of society. Mon- 
boddo adopted the ideas of Harris, though he combined 
them with an evolutionism unknown to the static Platonism 
of his predecessor. Monboddo, like Harris, was anti-Lockian 
in his outlook, a Platonic idealist who saw in language the 
product of mental creation. The development of language 
was described by him as an evolution from a sort of pre¬ 
speech, inarticulate cries and gestures, to an artificial lan¬ 
guage, which he saw developed to highest perfection in a 
language like Greek. The beginnings of language were 
described as wholly emotional expression, which slowly 
changed towards greater abstraction and complexity (and 
not towards simplification as in Adam Smith). Monboddo 
was no straightforward primitivist, but could rather be de¬ 
scribed as a “perfectibilist.” He stressed the gradual progress 
in arts and manners and the diversity of mankind. “Man so 
far from continuing the same creature, has varied more than 
any other being that we know in Nature.” Monboddo 
used much ethnographical knowledge for his arguments and 
quoted extensively from missionaries’ reports on Indian lan¬ 
guages. But the freakishness of his insistence that the orang¬ 
utan is a primitive man, the one thing everybody seems to 
know about Monboddo’s book today, should not obscure 
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the merits and significance of his synthesis of Platonism and 
evolutionism. 

These paragraphs on the theory of language have led us 
seemingly far afield. But their value as a parallel to the his¬ 
tory of poetry is obvious; we see in linguistics the same 
shift towards emotionalism and a theory of expression which 
we could describe in aesthetics. We see the rise of the 
genetic approach in considerations of the origins of both 
language and of poetry; the description of early figurative, 
emotional language combined with the conception of early 
poetT)'^ has helped to define the dualism of primitive poetry 
versus polished poetry which permeated all literary con¬ 
siderations in the later eighteenth century. We see finally, 
how the concept of internal, necessary evolution emerged 
from biological analogies in descriptions of the history of 
language; how language ceased to be looked upon as a sim¬ 
ple contrivance of human ingenuity, but came to be seen 
as part and parcel of the human mind, of its development 
and growth, and thus of the evolution of humanity itself. 
The very same idea emerged in literary history; books 
ceased to be bibliographical items and became members of a 
series, of which it thus became possible to write, for the first 
time, a history that was not only a catalogue of books or a 
collection of lives, but the development of an art, an ac¬ 
tivity of a nation and of mankind. But history could not 
have been written if the materials had not been accumulated 
by the curiosity and diligence of editors and antiquarians, 
and if the literary horizon had not broadened so widely that 
all these ideas had examples and materials to work upon. 
Now we have examined the warp, let us look at the woof. 



CHAPTER FOUR 


The Study of Early Literature 


In the eighteenth century, revived interest in early Eng¬ 
lish centred first in the English Renaissance. The reasons for 
the preference are obvious. The language was still compre¬ 
hensible without special effort. There was no break in the 
tradition of printing of many Renaissance authors, and their 
reputation and influence had never suffered total eclipse. 
The vicissitudes of Shakespeare’s fame have been traced so 
frequently that we can well spare the repetition of evidence 
to show that Shakespeare was never little known or appre¬ 
ciated, that his plays were acted without interruption on the 
English stage and reprinted with scarcely any pause. But 
there is no denying that the reasons for appreciating Shake¬ 
speare changed considerably, that admiration for him in¬ 
creased in fervoiir, that his plays were acted with a stricter 
regard to his text, and that editions of his works assumed a 
new character. The growing “idolatry” of Shakespeare 
slowly spread to his contemporaries and predecessors, and 
Shakespearean studies became a rallying point of any study 
of older English literature. Together with Milton, Shake¬ 
speare was the first English author who was thought to de¬ 
serve the honour of textual criticism. 

The reputation of this new technique had considerably 
increased in England, mainly through the success of Bent¬ 
ley, and Bentley’s methods were in the minds of the first 
textual critics of Shakespeare, long before Bentley applied 
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them himself, so unluckily, to a correction of the text of 
Milton. The actual corruption of Shakespeare’s text and its 
very real linguistic difficulties encouraged “corrective” or 
“conjectural” criticism, in Shakespeare as in the classics.^ 
The new method was used for the first time, with some man¬ 
ner of consistency, by Pope and Theobald.^ It amounted to 
a collation of all accessible editions (quartos and folios) 
without much system or much discrimination as to their 
value, and to the construction of an eclectic text, for which 
aesthetic considerations, or preconceptions about correct 
metre and grammar, were decisive. It has been pointed out 
that the method imitated classical scholarship, which quite 
legitimately used all manuscripts preserved because they 
might represent very different traditions. “It simply never 
occurred to men like Pope, Theobald, and Capell that the 
Shakespeare quartos were not in the same position with re¬ 
spect to the author’s original text as the classical manu¬ 
scripts were.” ® 

Though Dr. Johnson had recognized the authority of the 
first Folio as early as in the prospectus for his edition in 1756, 
only Edmond Malone established a canon of authoritative 
quartos and the superiority of the first Folio over the others 
by careful collations. Textual criticism, apart from its own 
considerable value, had the merit of studying the text of 
Shakespeare closely and thus of turning attention away from 
the old generalities on Shakespeare as “nature,” on his atti¬ 
tude toward rules and unities, to a closer examination of 
the individual plays. As Morgann said, reflecting the drift 
towards particular knowledge: “General criticism is as un- 
instructive as it is easy: Shakespeare deserves to be consid¬ 
ered in detail.”^ Real interpretation remained obviously 
impossible without the use of contemporary documents. 
Theobald especially led the way with quotations from Eliza- 
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bethan drama, chronicles and voyages. Dr. Johnson’s Pro¬ 
posals for Printing the DramatickJA^orks of William Shake- 
spear (1756) expounded a very full program of interpretation 
from contemporary literature of Shakespeare’s allusions, 
language, and relation to sources, and he fulfilled partially, 
at least, this plan in his edition. Johnson hopes that by 
“comparing the works of Shakespeare with those of writers 
who lived at the same time, immediately preceded, or im¬ 
mediately followed him, [he] shall be able to ascertain his 
ambiguities, disentangle his intricacies, and recover the mean¬ 
ing of words now lost in the darkness of antiquity.” ® Thus 
Shakespeare criticism could, for the first time, solve the 
problem of his learning, which was indissolubly bound up 
with questions of his originality, with the debate about his 
ignorance of the unities, his observance of poetical justice, 
and so on. 

Those who read Shakespeare, like Warburton, with their 
heads full of classical tags, misinterpreted and misunderstood 
him constantly. Richard Farmer, in his deft Essay on the 
Learning of Shakespeare (1767), clearly demonstrated Shake¬ 
speare’s almost complete dependence on modem translations 
and defended thd method of “all such reading that was 
never read” as the reading necessary for a comment on 
Shakespeare. “Nothing but an intimate acquaintance with 
the writers of the time, who are frequently of no other value, 
can point out his allusions, and ascertain his phraseology.” ® 
Shakespeare’s sources had been partly known to Langbaine 
as examples of “plagiary,” and Rymer had censured Shake¬ 
speare severely for his use of Cinthio’s story for Othello. 
Dryden, Rowe, Gildon, Pope and, more systematically, 
Theobald refer to Shakespeare’s sources. Mrs. Charlotte 
Lennox published, with the blessing of a preface by Dr. 
Johnson, her Shakespear Illustrated (1753), which brought 
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together for the first time a considerable number of Shake¬ 
speare’s sources and laid them open to the inspection of all. 
Discussion of Shakespeare was thus diverted from the old 
vague stress on invention, which amounted to a praise of his 
fairies and witches, to the question of his subtler originality 
in handling a traditional plot. Johnson recognized that 
“Shakespeare’s excellence is not the fiction of the tale, but 
the representation of life.” ^ In his edition he makes full use 
of the material assembled by Mrs. Lennox, though he some¬ 
times disapproves of her opinion. But he adds nothing of his 
own, and he barely hints at the actual artistic problems 
raised by the comparisons now made possible. 

Thus plenty was done for the elucidation of Shakespeare’s 
text and the collection of his sources. But up to 1794, we 
have no serious analysis of his style ® and nothing about his 
social relations, except some generalities on “unhappy 
Shakespeare who lived in an age unworthy of him.” ® But 
the criticism of individual plays both increased and changed 
its direction with the new attention to a study of Shake¬ 
speare’s characters. This began early in the century with 
Hughes discussing Othello (1713), or Theobald Lear 
(1715),^* and can be welcomed as a further symptom of 
more concrete interest in Shakespeare. But eventually they 
produced consequences dangerous to any insight into Shake¬ 
speare’s mind and art. The characters were soon judged, 
mostly under the influence of stage-performances, as inde¬ 
pendent of the play, as real, historical persons. Morgann’s 
much overrated essay on Falstaff (1777), with its absurd spec¬ 
ulations on Falstaff’s early life, led the way to the romantic 
analyses of Schlegel, Coleridge, Hazlitt, and others, which fre¬ 
quently lost all contact with the actual text of Shakespeare. Up 
to 1778 there was practically no discussion of the development 
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of Shakespeare’s art and ahnost none of his relations to con¬ 
temporaries. 

But the interest in Shakespeare widened to include his 
contemporaries, successors, and predecessors. The first two 
had never completely ceased to be acted, adapted, and re¬ 
printed. There are plenty of eighteenth-century editions of 
Ben Jonson, both of collected and of individual plays, and 
Peter Whalley was the first to produce an edition of Jonson 
(1756) with some materials prepared by Theobald and notes 
on his sources and classical parallels, where he could apply 
his learning to better purpose than in his misdirected argu¬ 
ments on Shakespeare’s supposed classical achievements.^^ 
He rejects the “improving” technique of editing, remarking 
sensibly that “the mere improvement of a writer’s words can 
never authorize the alteration of his words.” In the same 
year W. R. Chetwood published his paltry Memoirs of the 
Life and Writings of Ben Jonson, which were planned to 
precede a new edition of the plays, but included only a re¬ 
print of the spurious Widov) and of Eastward Hoe. Thomas 
Coxeter’s collected edition of Massinger was published post¬ 
humously in 1761, preceded by Critical Reflections on the 
Old English Dramatists, written by George Colnian the 
elder, which plead to Garrick for an extension of his reper¬ 
tory of roles to dramatists outside of Shakespeare. Colman 
argues in favour of the minor dramatists with the same argu¬ 
ments used for Shakespeare: “Experience has proved the 
effect of such fictions on our minds,” even if the plots are 
“uncouth” and the characters very different from present- 
day humanity.^® 

Beaumont and Fletcher received most attention in the 
period in question; Pope seems to have thought of editing 
their works and actually compiled an index to his copy of 
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the 1679 Folio.^* An edition by another, otherwise unknown 
Colman in 1711 had been very defective, but that of 1750 
seems one of the best eighteenth-century efforts. It is again 
based on work by Theobald, who had already planned it in 
1742, and had actually done work amounting to about a 
fifth of the ten volumes. It was finished by Thomas Seward 
and John Sympson, in Theobald’s spirit, which is apparent 
in a preface extolling the great importance of textual criti¬ 
cism. “Verbal Criticism very justly holds the palm from 
every other species of criticism,” Seward says, almost in 
the style of Bentley, who thought that “conjecture can cure 
all—conjecture, whose performances are for the most part 
more certain than anything, that we can exhibit from the 
authority of old manuscripts.” Seward stresses, not alto¬ 
gether unjustly, “the merit of criticism in establishing the 
taste of the age, in raising respect in the contemptuous, and 
attention in the careless readers of our old poets.” But he 
does not see the other side of the question: editors could not 
have become busy on their collations, if the respect and at¬ 
tention for the early authors had not already increased. 

Besides Beaumont and Fletcher, Jonson and Massinger, 
few editions of any of Shakespeare’s contemporaries or suc¬ 
cessors were published. About two hundred pre-Restoration 
plays were quoted in Hayward’s British Muse (1738), ap¬ 
parently from extracts supplied by Oldys; and, from the 
time of Theobald onward, Elizabethan plays were widely 
used by commentators on Shakespeare and Milton. Robert 
Dodsley’s Select Collection of Old Plays (1744) contained 
five plays by Massinger, Webster’s White Devil, Ford’s ’Tis 
Pity She's a Whore, Marston’s Malcontent, Dekker’s Hon¬ 
est Whore, Heywood’s Woman Killed with Kindness, Mar¬ 
lowe’s Edward II, and some Shirley, Killigrew, etc. W. R. 
Chetwood’s curious medley A Select Collection of Old Plays 
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(1750) reprinted Fair Em, Brewer’s Love-Sick King, Mid¬ 
dleton’s Blurt Master Constable, together with Davenant’s 
Salmacida Spolia and four interludes. Edward Jacob re¬ 
printed Arden of Feversham ascribing it to Shakespeare 
(1770), and Edward Capell included a careful reprint of 
Edward III in his Prolusions (1760) which, on the whole, 
represent the best in eighteenth-century technique of edit¬ 
ing. But there was very little criticism on all these authors 
throughout the century. Giles Jacob registers merely names 
and titles; Cibber’s Lives in general reprint only information 
from Wood, Winstanley, etc., while a remark like W. R. 
Chetwood’s in 1749 praising Thomas Hey wood strikes us 
with a certain freshness only because it shows some inde¬ 
pendent judgment arrived at by actual reading.^® 

The pre-Shakespearean drama was an even more obscure 
region. Gorboduc had been reprinted by Spence as early as 
1736, and Pope had praised it, after Rymer, for its “much 
purer style than Shakespeare’s was in several of his first 
plays.”®® It reappears in Dodsley together with Gammer 
Gurton, Lilly’s Campaspe, and Kyd’s Spanish Tragedy. The 
introduction to Dodsley mentions Richard Edwards and 
quotes Sidney on the drama with approval. John Bowie 
prints The Troublesome Reigne of King John, in his Mis¬ 
cellaneous Pieces of Ancient English Poetry (1764) and D. 
E. Baker repeats the information of Dodsley with slight ad¬ 
ditions. Only Thomas Hawkins in the Origin of the Eng¬ 
lish Drama (1773) attempted some sort of sketch of pre- 
Shakespearean drama. Kyd and Peele are praised, and he 
reprints not only Gammer Gurton, Gorboduc, and the Span¬ 
ish Tragedy, but also Gascoigne’s Supposes, Preston’s King 
Cambises, Peek’s David and Bethsabe and Kyd’s Soliman 
and Perseda. The material for a history of English drama 
was then, with some gaps, already assembled. 
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Interest in Renaissance literature outside the drama cen¬ 
tred necessarily in Spenser. Revival of interest in him, as 
shown in imitations and appreciations, has been described 
frequentlyFor our purposes it is sufficient to note that 
Spenser received also early editorial attention in the new 
style. John Hughes’s edition (1715) is an “improving edi¬ 
tion” which preceded Pope’s Shakespeare, Urry’s Chaucer, 
and Bentley’s Milton. Its importance lies in the preface, 
which stressed the chivalric influence on Spenser and drew 
a parallel between Gothic architecture and the composition 
of the Fairie Queene. His defence of Spenser, derived from 
the Italian apologies for Ariosto, and demanding that Spen¬ 
ser should be tried by his own rules, was, in England, one 
of the very earliest statements of the contrast between clas¬ 
sical unity and “romantic diversity.” 

Spenser thus became the starting-point for any literary 
discussion of chivalry and of “romantic” composition, in an 
age which, at first, knew scarcely any genuine medieval ro¬ 
mance. Spenser was, like Shakespeare, the happy-hunting- 
ground of commentators, as his special language, even more 
archaic to an age that had not yet experienced the revival of 
Elizabethan diction, his many allusions, proper names and 
fairly obvious adaptations and borrowings were so many in¬ 
citements to literary research. John Jortin’s Remarks on 
Spensefs Poems (1734) is such a collection of notes with 
classical parallels; and John Upton, in a Letter concerning a 
New Edition of Spenser's Fairie Queene (1751), anticipated, 
at least broadly, the program of Warton’s Observations on 
the Fairie Queene (1754). Upton has the same plan as War- 
ton of tracing Spenser’s debt to Ovid, Chaucer, Ariosto 
and Tasso. His edition, which came out only after Warton’s 
book, in 1758, contains a defence of Spenser’s composition 
as conforming to classical rules, some attempts at the inter- 
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pretation of his political allegory, already noticed by 
Hughes, and many parallels not noticed by Warton. The 
same year brought another edition by Ralph Church, with 
a careful life, apparently written by William Oldys, and 
briefer notes. 

But the critical discussion of Spenser scarcely changed 
even with Hurd’s Letters on Chivalry and Romance (1762). 
Hurd’s whole interest is still concentrated on the question 
of composition. He repeats Hughes in essence when he says 
that the Fairie Queene should be “read and criticized under 
this idea of a Gothic, not a classical poem.”^^ He draws 
again the parallel with Gothic architecture, “which has its 
own rules,” and he finds a unity of another sort than 
the classical, a unity of design and not of action, in the whole 
epic poem. But the novelty is rather in the boldness of the 
formulation than in the actual thought. How curious the 
confusions as to periods and their styles were in the eight¬ 
eenth century is illustrated by Hurd’s other parallel with 
Spenser’s plan. He compares it to a formal garden, which 
he describes as laid out on the “Gothic method of design,” 
with avenues converging on a centre. This he contrasts with 
the more natural, artless and simple landscape-gardening of 
William Kent, which we have been taught to regard as “pre¬ 
romantic.” The composition of the Fairie Queene has, in 
reality, nothing whatever to do with Gothic architecture 
and only very little with the design of a Renaissance gar¬ 
den. Hurd himself realizes that Spenser’s Fairie Queene dif¬ 
fers also from the composition of a medieval romance. He 
probably knew little of the romances at first hand, though 
he mentions Amadis, Sir Lancelot of the Lake, and Chaucer’s 
Squire^s Tale. When he speaks of Milton’s being attracted 
“not by the composition of the books of chivalry, but the 
manners described in them,” he defines his own attitude 
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and that of all the early romance scholars, like Percy or 
Warton. They looked in it for pictures of bygone times, 
and since they still felt very strongly the demands of reg¬ 
ular composition on a classical pattern, they either tried to 
find it in the “romantic” poems admired by them, as Addison 
did in Chevy Chase, or Percy in Libius Disconius; or, as a 
last resort, they tentatively began to advocate a special prin¬ 
ciple of composition, parallel to that of Gothic architecture, 
which would enable them to discover a new regularity. 

Spenser thus became the centre of much literary discus¬ 
sion. With him was bound up the whole problem of ro¬ 
mance, the debate on non-classical composition, discussions 
on the admissibility of allegory and the “fairy way of writ¬ 
ing.” But other problems in Spenser, especially outside the 
Fairie Queene, were scarcely noted,®® since, on the whole, 
literary problems in the eighteenth century were largely 
limited to a number of set topics that elicited astonishingly 
uniform answers. These answers were rarely “neo-classical” 
or “romantic” in any later sense; they were rather empirical, 
haphazard, and sometimes curiously compromising, hesitant 
and even self-contradictory. But, by their very bewilder¬ 
ment, they were important for the increasing grasp on the 
realities of early poetry. 

Spenser, as the centre of Renaissance poetry, was only the 
main figure on a crowded stage. The memory of a hero like 
Sidney could never have completely faded. An Arcadia, 
modernized by Mrs. Stanley, appeared in 1724-1725, The 
Defence of Poesy in 1752, and Mrs. Cooper’s Muses' Library 
reprinted two poems which she ascribed to Sidney in her 
first anthology of Elizabethan poetry of any size and full¬ 
ness.®^ She knows and quotes from William Warner, George 
Gascoigne, Thomas Nash, George Turberville, Fulke Gre- 
ville, Sir Walter Raleigh, Sir John Harington, Sir John 
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Davies, Edward Fairfax and Samuel Daniel, giving short 
biographies and appreciations. Snippets from many other 
writers, including Campion, appeared in Thomas Hayward’s 
British Muse (1738),*® an old-fashioned type of anthology 
with headings like “Courtship,” and “Virginity” and with 
a marked preponderance of erotic passages. William Oldys 
wrote for it a Critical Review of all the Collections of this 
Kind ever published which begins with England’s Parnassus 
(1600). Later Percy’s Reliques (1765) is in part an anthol¬ 
ogy of Elizabethan poetry. It includes much matter from 
the Elizabethan miscellanies, first explored by Oldys, many 
poems from the dramatists, and pieces by Warner, Drayton, 
and Gascoigne. 

Fuller reprints of Elizabethan poets were not really un¬ 
common in the eighteenth century. Sir John Davies’s poem 
Nosce Teipsum had been published frequently in the seven¬ 
teenth century and throughout the eighteenth. It attracted 
the attention of theologians by its arguments in favour of 
immortality. One of the early editors claims to have been 
converted by Davies “from a brutish habit of twenty eight 
years intemperance to a sober life” and Dr. Thomas Sher¬ 
idan appended^ his own essay on immortality to the poem, 
as late as 1733.^® We can speak of literary interest in Davies 
only with Capell’s excellent edition in the Prolusions (1760). 
The collected works of William Drummond of Hawthorn- 
den were edited by Sage and Ruddinian with Ben Jonson’s 
Conversations in 1711. There was an edition of Daniel’s 
Poetical Works with a Memoir (1718) which recommends 
the reprinting of old English poets, “even if they have not 
that turn of versification which is the pride of our modem 
attempters.” ®® 

Drayton was also reprinted: John Oldmixon thought it 
necessary to versify the Heroical Epistles as Amores Britan- 



Io 6 RISE OF ENGLISH LITERARY HISTORY 

met (1703) because the language seemed to him now “obso¬ 
lete, his verses rude and unharmonious, his thoughts often 
poor and vulgar, affected and unnatural.”®^ The Heroical 
Epistles were reprinted by Dodsley in 1737, and Nimphidia 
was published in Dry den’s Miscellany and as The History of 
Queen Mab, independently in 1751. A large folio with 
Drayton’s Works appeared in 1748, with a highly laudatory 
“Essay,” probably by Charles Coffey.®- There we find, for the 
first time, the suggestion, later taken up by Horace Walpole, 
that the Mirror for Magistrates is the source of the English 
historical play. Another Life of Drayton was written by 
William Oldys for the Biographia BUritannica (1750). It 
pointed out omissions in the 1748 Folio which were then 
added in the 1753 reprint of the Works in four octavo vol¬ 
umes. Campbell in the Polite Correspondence (1741) praised 
Drayton as a “patriot and poet,” but Pope disparaged him 
as a “very mediocre poet” and Goldsmith’s “Citizen of the 
World” had never heard of him before he saw his tomb 
in Westminster Abbey.®® Tusser’s Points of Husbandry, 
Churchyard’s Worthiness of Wales, the Works of William 
Browne, Fairfax’s translation of Tasso, Hall’s and Marston’s 
satires and Phineas Fletcher’s Piscatory Eclogues may con¬ 
clude this remarkable list, which may not even be complete.®^ 
A number of these reprints were “improving” editions, in 
which the editors quite unscrupulously changed the metre, 
the syntax and even the vocabulary of the originals in order to 
bring the texts closer to eighteenth-century requirements of 
smoothness, correctness and decorum. This practice, paral¬ 
leled in Pope’s Shakespeare and Urry’s Chaucer, can be 
traced back to Edward Phillips’ edition of Drummond 
(1656) which even then modernized the grammar and dic¬ 
tion quite thoroughly.®® 

John Donne, who chronologically belongs to the Eliza- 
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bethans and possibly the other pre-Civil war metaphysicals, 
might be considered as falling within this survey of the 
revival of early English literature. But as the metaphysicals’ 
reputation in the eighteenth century has been discussed re¬ 
cently in detail it may be sufficient to point out that 
Donne and his immediate followers suffered from the reac¬ 
tion against them initiated in the age of Dryden, and that 
no critical situation had yet arisen before Warton which 
would have changed the unfavourable verdict on their style 
and versification. It was even more trenchantly summed up 
and enlarged in Johnson’s “Life of Cowley.” The meta¬ 
physicals, of course, had not yet acquired the patina of an¬ 
tiquity which made the revival of much early literature pos¬ 
sible. But there were survivals of the deferential attitude to 
Donne even in the eighteenth century, especially in the 
biographical dictionaries like those of Giles Jacob and 
Cibber, and the Biographia Britcnmica. Donne was known 
best as a satirist, but the refurbishment of his satires by Pope 
and Parnell in 1731 was applauded by everybody, including 
Thomas Warton, because “his asperities were such as wanted 
and would bear the chisel.” Donne the lyrical poet was 
either unknown or despised for his unnatural wit, a situation 
which did not change even after the reprint of his poems in 
1779. An imitation, without acknowledgement, of “Go and 
catch a falling star” in 1741 and occasional laudatory refer¬ 
ences from such unlikely quarters as Warburton and Rich¬ 
ard Hurd, represent only small reservations in the general 
condemnation of his bad taste and extravagance. As we are 
not writing a history of taste, it is more central to our 
purpose to turn to the more distant past. 

This interest in Renaissance poetry extended naturally to 
pre-Elizabethan poetry, though it was for obvious reasons 
fainter. There was a very poor reprint of Tottel’s Miscellany 
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by George Sewell in 1717, and this defect was not remedied 
till 1815. Percy planned an edition in 1763 and worked on it 
intermittently for many years. It was to include the other 
works of Surrey and Wyatt and showed a much more schol¬ 
arly editorial practice than his Reliques. The whole edition 
was ready in 1808, when it was destroyed by fire with the 
exception of a few copies which allow us to form an opinion 
of its unusual value.®* 

Barclay, Skelton, Surrey and Wyatt are extensively repre¬ 
sented in the Muses' Library. Percy’s Reliques too quote from 
Tottel, Skelton, and Hawes’s Pastime of Pleasure. There was 
a special reprint of Skelton, to whom Pope alludes as 
“beastly,” in well-known verses. The Tunny ng of Elynour 
Runnyng was printed in 1719 and in the Harleian Miscel¬ 
lany (1744). Sackville’s Induction appeared, in full, in the 
Muses' Library (1737) and in Capell’s Prolusions (1760). 

During the eighteenth century early prose literature was 
not widely studied or criticized, though some writers never 
needed revival. James Upton, John Upton’s father, published 
Ascham’s Scholemaster in 17 ii, and James Bennet edited 
in 1761, Ascham’s English Works with a Life by Dr. John¬ 
son, which quoted Puttenham on Surrey. More’s Utopia was, 
of course, frequently reprinted, and there are Memoirs of 
his life by Ferdinando Warner.®® Samuel Knight wrote a 
Life of Colet (1724). John Lewis was the author of a full 
Life of John Fisher, which remained, however, in manu¬ 
script until 1855. Richard Hooker’s works were frequently 
reprinted, and there was a first large collection of Bacon’s 
Latin works in 1730. David Mallet’s Life of Bacon (1740) 
was of some value, though the incidental sketches of 
scholastic philosophy and Bacon’s thought were very 
meager. Sir Walter Raleigh was most fortunate among the 
Elizabethans, with two editions by Oldys (1736) and 
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Thomas Birch (1751) and two Lives, of which the older, 
by Oldys, was a high achievement in point of accuracy and 
fullness. It was no mean compliment to it that Gibbon, 
who had planned a Life of Raleigh, came to the conclusion 
that he could give only little more than an abridgment of 
Oldys.®* 

Imaginative prose of the sixteenth century was, however, 
almost completely neglected. Outside Sidney, there was only 
a badly modernized Euphues dating from as early as 1718. 
The author of the preface to Dodsley had seen and read 
Euphues and condemned its “unnatural affected jargon and 
stiff bombast,”^® an opinion repeated by D. E. Baker and 
Peter Whalley. But otherwise, outside of chroniclers and 
antiquaries, there is scarcely any trace of a knowledge of 
Elizabethan prose, though abstracts of rare works, including 
Elyot’s Gouvemor, More’s English Works and even Webbe’s 
Discourse on English Poetry, can be found in Oldys’ short¬ 
lived British Librarian (1737). Nevertheless, if we also take 
into account the fact that old books were then still easily 
and cheaply procurable, the materials for a history of Eliz¬ 
abethan literature were assembled. A list of the authors 
quoted by Johi&on in the Dictionary would show that he 
dipped into almost all who have been enumerated here.^^ 

Of Middle-English literature Chaucer is the only author 
who never passed completely from the minds of English¬ 
men. Dryden’s and Pope’s paraphrases helped to revive in¬ 
terest in him. In 1721 appeared Urry’s edition which wanted 
to restore Chaucer “to his feet again,” regularizing the 
metre by an arbitrary and wrong-headed system that fol¬ 
lowed from the current misinterpretation of his pronunci¬ 
ation. There were other modernizations, a new, fragmentary 
edition by Thomas Morell (1737), and both Dr. Johnson 
and Thomas Warton planned editions of Chaucer. Dr. John- 
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son’s Chaucer was to be similar to his Shakespeare, for it was 
to contain “remarks on his language, and the changes it had 
undergone from the earliest times to his age, and from his to 
the present, with notes explanatory of customs etc. and ref¬ 
erences to Boccace, and other authors from whom he has 
borrowed, with an account of the liberties he has taken in 
telling the stories.” Warton laid his plan aside in favour of 
the History, 

Thus the field was free for Tyrwhitt, who, together with 
Warton, was the first since Dryden to give any serious 
criticism of Chaucer. The many references in every book 
touching older English literature, all repeating the tag about 
the father of English poetry and the bibliographical infor¬ 
mation collected by Thomas Hearne, scarcely compensate 
for the almost complete lack of any criticism at the time.**^ 
Only Dr. Johnson in the Preface to the Dictionary discusses 
with some fullness the old question of Chaucer’s Gallicisms, 
deciding, as we would decide today, that Chaucer’s innova¬ 
tions have been overrated and that he shares them with his 
contemporaries. The studies of sources most prominent in 
Shakespeare and Spenser scholarship, began also to affect 
Chaucer. Thus Richard Farmer discovered the Teseide as 
the source of Knighfs Tale^ a fact which was known before to 
Thynne in 1598.^^*^ Apparently only Tyrwhitt described 
Filostrato as the source of Troilus. It was, of course, known 
that the Romaunt of the Rose is a translation from the 
French.^® Gower survived, though rarely more than his 
name and his association with Chaucer. Pope remarked to 
Spence that “there is little that is worth reading in Gower: 
he wants the spirit of poetry and the descriptiveness that are 
in Chaucer.” Mrs. Cooper considers him a “man of learn¬ 
ing who does not appear to have much genius” and calls his 
whole work “little better than a cool translation from other 
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authors.” She reprints a passage from the Confessio Aman- 
tis. Only Johnson seems to value his historical position 
highly, considering Chaucer Gower’s disciple and thus 
Gower the true father of English poetry.^® But an actual 
study of Gower began only with Warton. 

Piers Plowman attracted somewhat more attention. Hickes 
quotes it as an example of alliterative poetry and the author 
in the Mtises^ Mercury (1709) quotes a passage describing 
the metre as blank verse. “Robert de Longland” lived, he 
thinks, some seventy years before Chaucer. The MuseP Li¬ 
brary (1737) praises Langland highly as “the first of the 
English poets.” “No writer, except Chaucer and Spenser, for 
many ages, had more of real inspiration.” Langland is also 
correctly put into the reign of Edward III or Richard II; 
the book is described and extracts are given, though com¬ 
plaints are made about the metre and the “hardly intelligible 
dialect.” In Cibber’s Lives (1753) we find high praise for 
Langland, though his style is called “equally unmusical and 
obsolete with Chaucer’s.” Finally, Percy, in a little essay 
On the Metre of Pierce Plowman's Visions recognizes, at 
least in principle, that alliteration is not merely an ornament 
but the foundation of Langland’s metre, and puts it into the 
tradition descending from Nordic poetry. He has also high 
praise for his “strong allegoric painting, great humour, spirit 
and fancy.” 

Fourteenth-century literature, outside Chaucer, Gower 
and Langland, remained terra incognita before Warton. 
There were, however, two reprints of Mandeville,®® and the 
Wyclifite New Testament was edited by John Lewis 
(1731). Metrical romances remained completely unknown, 
though most of them were listed in the Cottonian, Oxford, 
and Harleian Catalogues. Again, Percy is the first to make 
use of these lists and to transcribe six romances for his own 
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use.®^ The Essay on the Ancient Metrical Romances (1765) 
gives a list of thirty-nine romances and a description of 
Libius Disconius. Percy later planned an edition, but it was 
again and again held up and finally forestalled by Ritson’s 
Ancient Engleish Metrical Romancees (1802) which con¬ 
tains ten romances out of a total of thirteen known to 
66 

The Chaucerians of the fifteenth century never disap¬ 
peared from sight so completely. The editions of Chaucer 
contained a liberal sprinkling of fifteenth-century poetry, 
like the Flower and the Leaf, also modernized by Dryden, 
and Lydgate’s Siege of Thebes.^^ Tanner has a full discussion 
of the Lydgate canon largely based on Bale. The Muse^ 
Mercury (1709) praises him as more regular, more polished 
and more intelligible than his master Chaucer, and he is 
mentioned by Gildon, Giles Jacob, Pope, Cibber, and John 
Husbands. But Mrs. Cooper complains that she gave “a con¬ 
siderable price for his works, and waded through a large 
folio,” but found only a “modest disciple” of Chaucer.®^ 
Johnson quotes from the Falls of Princes to show “that our 
language was then not written by caprice, but was in a set¬ 
tled state.”®® The study of Lydgate can be said to have 
begun only with Gray, whose paper was not, however, 
published till 1815. It is based purely on the Falls of Princes 
and is largely descriptive, though it pays attention to the 
question of sources and metre. It is a model handbook ex¬ 
position, though scarcely very critical in the preference for 
Lydgate over Gower and Occleve. The last was apparently 
unknown to Johnson and Mrs. Cooper.®® Otherwise only 
Hardyng’s Chronicle seems to have survived, since it was 
praised by Winstanley. But A 4 rs. Cooper dismisses it as un¬ 
important, and Cibber’s Lives calls it “totally destitute of 
poetry.” ®® 
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English fifteenth-century prose was represented at least 
by an edition of Sir John Fortescue’s On the Governance of 
the Kingdom of England (1714), a book which was also 
analyzed by Oldys and quoted by Dr. Johnson. The Preface 
to the 1714 edition by John Fortescue-Aland, a descendant 
of the author, pleaded for the study of the Anglo-Saxon lan¬ 
guage and laws with great patriotic fervour.*^ John Lewis 
wrote a full Life of Reynold Pecock (1744) with stress on 
ecclesiastical matters, and a Life of Caxton (1737), which 
was, however, soon superseded by the Life of Caxton writ¬ 
ten by Oldys for the Biographia Britannica (1748). Caxton, 
of course, attracted the interest of everybody who wrote on 
early printing, like Ames or Conyers Middleton. Only Ames, 
in his Typographical Antiquities (1749), describes Malory’s 
Morte d''Arthur, but one cannot speak of interest in its 
contents. 

Fifteenth-century Scottish literature also began to be ap¬ 
preciated again. This revival was, at first, confined to Scot¬ 
land, where it had its own specific sources in Scottish 
nationalism and Jacobitism. Sir Robert Sibbald planned a 
Historia Liter aria Gentis Scotorum as early as 1702, but the 
few fragments which are preserved, seem to show that he 
would have done little more than expanded David Buchanan 
and Dempster.*® Also George Mackenzie’s Lives and Char¬ 
acters of the Most Eminent Writers of the Scots Nation 
(1708-1722) is scarcely an advance on the older biographical 
methods; it is full of irrelevant padding and the material is 
almost always second-hand. Especially the part of William 
Nicolson’s Historical Library devoted to Scottish authors 
was laid under heavy contribution.** 

Older Scottish literature continued to be reprinted, in 
some measure, throughout the seventeenth century as pa¬ 
triotic reading for the masses. Sir David Lyndsay’s works. 
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Barbour’s Bruce, and Blind Harry’s Wallace were reprinted 
until late into the eighteenth century in poorly modernized 
editions. Christ's Kirk on the Green appeared as early as 
1691 in an edition by Edmund Gibson of Folemo-rmddinia, 
a “macaronic” poem ascribed to William Drummond of 
Hawthomden, as a sort of philological joke with plentiful 
etymological notes. It reappeared in James Watson’s and 
Allan Ramsay’s collections and was reprinted elsewhere in 
the eighteenth century. 

Other older Scottish poetry including Montgomerie’s 
Cherry and the Slae appeared in James Watson’s Choice 
Collection of Comic and Serious Scots Poems (1706-1711). 
But the first full-length publication of some scholarly pre¬ 
tensions was Thomas Ruddiman’s edition of Gavin Douglas’s 
Aeneid (1710) with a “Life” by Bishop Sage and a very full 
glossary which for a long time to come remained the only 
Middle Scots dictionary. Allan Ramsay was, however, the 
first to tap the resources of the Bannatyne manuscript in his 
Evergreen (1724). Dunbar’s Golden Terge, fables by Hen- 
ryson, and much other matter were printed for the first 
time, though very great liberties were taken with the text. 
Ramsay even added stanzas to Dunbar’s Lament for the 
Makars foretelling his own advent and wrote himself a 
Vision which he boldly ascribed to Alexander Scott. Blind 
Harry’s Wallace was very badly modernized by William 
Hamilton of Gilbertfield in 1722; Francis Fawkes did better 
with the Prologues to Douglas’s Aeneid.^ This interest in 
Middle Scots literature spread then to England. Scraps from 
Lyndsay appear, for the first time, in Hayward’s British 
Muse (1738). Campbell in Polite Correspondence (1741) 
praises Douglas as “by far the ablest translator who ever at¬ 
tempted the works of this prince of Latin poets” and 
“knows nodiing equal to it, unless it be Chapman’s Homer.” ** 
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Also, Gray had read the Aeneid and “was much pleased,” 
particularly with the “poetical prefaces to each book,” and 
he had the Paltce of Honor copied out for his usc.’^' 
Thomas Warton, in a collection called The Union or Select 
Scots and English Poems (1753), reprinted Dunbar’s Thistle 
and the Rose and Lyndsay’s Prologue to the Dreme, But Sir 
David Dalrymple (later Lord Hailes) was the first scholarly 
editor of a fuller selection from the Bannatyne manuscript. 
His Ancient Scottish Poems (1770) made Warton’s sketch 
possible and earned him the encouragement to write a 
History of Scotch Poetry.^^ 

Material on medieval drama was slowly accumulating. 
Nobody seems to have noticed at the time the mystery play 
on Noah’s Ark, printed in Henry Bourne’s History of New- 
castle-Upon-Tyne (1736), probably because it was buried 
in a local history book. Gildon, Jacob, etc., do not even 
make use of the information contained in Wright’s Historia 
Histrionica (1699), a work which must have become pretty 
scarce, for Oldys reprints it in the British Librarian only 
thirty-eight years after its publication, and it reappears in 
the eleventh volume of Dodsley. The Preface to Dodsley’s 
Old Plays (1744^) is still very severe on the mysteries as 
representing “in a senseless manner” some miraculous his¬ 
tory from the Bible. In the moralities the author finds 
“some shadow of meaning, something of design, a fable and 
moral.” But the whole subject is still dismissed because “a 
more particular knowledge of these things was so little 
worth preserving that the loss of it is scarcely to be re¬ 
gretted.” The body of Dodsley’s texts contains Rastell’s 
Four Elements, Heywood’s Four P^s and the New Custom. 
The Harlein Miscellany printed an Interlude on St. Johji the 
Baptist by Bale, while D. E. Baker simply, even literally, 
reproduced Dodsley’s Preface. 
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Percy’s Essay on the Origin of the English Stage (1765) 
makes the first considerable advance. He describes The 
Slaughter of the Innocents from the Digby mysteries, 
Wever’s Lusty Juventus, and Everyman. He points espe¬ 
cially to the supposed observance of the unities in Everyman 
just as he had looked for classical composition in Libius 
Disconius. In describing Hick Scorner he stresses its prog¬ 
ress towards presenting real characters. All these plays were 
then, for the first time, printed in Thomas Hawkins’s Origin 
of the English Drama (1773), which contains also a descrip¬ 
tion of the Chester plays, based on the Harleian Catalogue, 
and a few more appreciative remarks on mysteries and 
moralities. 

The further we go into the past the dimmer knowledge 
becomes, not only in proportion to the actual difficulties of 
reconstruction and the scarcity of documents, but also be¬ 
cause of the flagging interest of a century that still struggled 
hard with the script and language. Hickes called the lan¬ 
guage of the time semi-Saxon or corrupt Saxon and quoted 
from the Poema Morale, from Cokaygne, and from an early 
Life of St. Margaret. An English translation of Geoffrey of 
Monmouth was published by Aaron Thompson in 1718, and 
Thomas Heame followed with his editions of Robert of 
Gloucester (1724) and the second part of Robert Mannyng 
of Brunne (1725). Attention was concentrated purely on 
the rhymed chronicles, which were treated rightly as mere 
historical documents and scarcely poetry. Thus Percy com¬ 
plains to Shenstone that the rhymes of Robert of Gloucester 
are “to the last degree mean and contemptible,” and refers 
to “frightful” specimens in Selden’s notes to Drayton.'^® But 
Robert of Gloucester remained the only early Middle Eng¬ 
lish text quoted widely in the Musef Mercury and elsewhere. 

The MuseP Library (1737) shows knowledge also of a 
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Charter of Edward II, in which, for reasons too mysterious 
to probe, it finds some similarity to a “relique of the ancient 
British Druids,” also of some lines on Bath and verses on 
the death of Henry I, which are obviously of very much 
later date.^^ Dr. Johnson quotes Cokaygne and the Life of 
St. Margaret from Hickes; otherwise he quotes only the 
ubiquitous Robert of Gloucester.^® Nothing else was known 
at the time: Wanley’s catalogue lists Ormulumy without 
recognizing its verse form, and the Owl and the Nightingale 
as a “Poema Normanno-Saxonicum.” Early Middle English 
was thus completely left to historians and antiquaries. 

This was, after all, the tradition of Anglo-Saxon studies, 
which also, as Warton complains, were divorced from “taste 
and genius.” A few halting steps were taken to give liter¬ 
ary interpretation to Anglo-Saxon remains, but they were 
not advanced enough to prevent Warton ignoring or almost 
ignoring Anglo-Saxon literature and beginning his history 
only after the Conquest. Warton confesses that this “jejune 
and intricate subject” would almost have doubled his labour 
and states that Saxon poetry has “no connexion with the 
nature and the purpose of his present undertaking.” Thus 
the fateful gulf between Anglo-Saxon and Middle-English 
was never bridged in the eighteenth century. The late sev¬ 
enteenth-century studies of Anglo-Saxon culminated early 
in the eighteenth century in George Hickes’s monumental 
Linguarum Vetervm Septentrionalinm Thesaurus Gramma- 
tico-Criticus et Archeologicus (1705) which contains an 
Anglo-Saxon, a Gothic, an Old High German and an Ice¬ 
landic Grammar, and was supplemented by Humphrey 
Wanley’s Catalogue of Anglo-Saxon, early Middle-English 
and Icelandic manuscripts in English libraries which even 
today has not been superseded by any work of similar scope. 

The book (or rather books) are completely philological 



Il8 RISE OF ENGLISH LITERARY HISTORY 

and antiquarian in purpose and method, and Hickes’s dis¬ 
sertation on the utility of studies in Old Northern Literature 
(1703) stresses their help in explaining law and institutions 
like the jury, in topography, etymology, etc. There is no 
mention of genuinely literary interests. But in the text of the 
Thesaurus literary considerations are not altogether absent: 
the chapter on Anglo-Saxon poetry quotes Alfred’s Boethius, 
Judith, Athelstan’s Victory, and the Fight at Finnsburg, the 
manuscript of which has since been lost. Hickes also makes 
an attempt to explain the system of Anglo-Saxon verse. He 
suspected it of being based on an elaborate system of quan¬ 
tity, whose principles had been forgotten, while alliteration, 
though fully recognized as important, is justified merely by 
quotations of purely ornamental alliteration in Homer, Vir¬ 
gil, Spenser, Donne, Dryden, etc. Wanleys’ catalogue con¬ 
tained the first mention of the Exeter Book and Beovmlf 
described as a “tractatus nobilissimus poetice scriptus” and 
as “egregium exemplum poesis Anglo-Saxonicae.” But 
more than a century was to elapse before the manuscript was 
published by a Dane. 

Hickes was connected as a teacher and by marriage with 
the two Elstobs. The brother, William Elstob, who died 
early, edited Wulfstan, while his sister Elizabeth published 
Budiments of Grammar for the English-Saxon Tongue 
(1715), the first Anglo-Saxon grammar in English. She had 
edited also an English-Saxon Homily on the Birth-day of St. 
Gregory (1708) and had planned a large-scale edition of the 
Saxon Homilies, for which she appealed for subscriptions 
and the printing of which was actually begun.'^^ Hickes 
praises her “attempt to prove the uncorrupted state of the 
primitive English church” for use in controversies with the 
Papists, a motive which harks back to Matthew Parker and 
his group, but there was a patriotic and also mildly feminist 
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touch in her hopes to “invite the Ladies to be acquainted 
with the language of their predecessors and the original of 
their mother-tongue.” 

Thomas Heame contributed to Anglo-Saxon literary stud¬ 
ies by saving the manuscript, since lost, of the Battle of 
Maldon (1726), and there were new editions of the Anglo- 
Saxon laws, of Bede and Asset’s Latin Life of Alfred, the 
text containing a reprint of Alfred’s Preface to Gregory. 
After the twenties of the century a lull seems to have come 
over Anglo-Saxon studies, during the very years when the 
revival of other English literature was gathering force. Only 
a popularization of some of Hickes’s results has a curious 
interest, since it tries for the first time to make use of Anglo- 
Saxon poetry for purposes that can be called strictly liter¬ 
ary. Campbell in his Polite Correspondence (1741) de¬ 
scribes Leander, residing “in the Fens,” with Miss Elstob’s 
EnglishSaxon Grammar on his table, as an enthusiast for 
Anglo-Saxon poetry. In the letter Leander writes he repro¬ 
duces Hickes’s ideas on quantitative metre, praises the “sub¬ 
lime sentiment” and “furor poeticus” of the Anglo-Saxon 
poems and describes some prose writers. He complains of 
the difficulty of liis study, “but still the amor patriae joined 
to a passion for poetry will spur me on to the utmost.” He 
quotes the little poem on Durham from Hickes and even 
displays knowledge of an older printing in Twysden’s 
Historiae Anglicanae Scriptores Decern (1652). He then 
speaks of Athelstaris Victory, which he knows from both 
Wheloc’s and Gibson’s editions of the Anglo-Saxon Chron¬ 
icle, and reproduces from Hickes details on alliteration in 
ancient and modern poetry. 

All this second-hand antiquarian knowledge is then sud¬ 
denly turned to modern use. “Good translations from Saxon 
poetry would contribute not a little to restore the reputation 
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of our poetry, if we returned to this Saxon manner of 
writing.” Curiously enough, the author thinks that such 
imitations would resemble Cooper's Hill or Windsor Forest, 
poems “serving excellently to defend various passages in 
modem history from sinking into oblivion and affording a 
lasting picture of the places they are designed to repre¬ 
sent.”™ The parallel between an Anglo-Saxon poem and 
Windsor Forest seems to us far-fetched indeed. Thus the 
purely bookish idea of a descriptive poem, useful as a vehicle 
of historical and topographical information, stands unrelated 
to the following description of Saxon poetry as inspired, 
enthusiastic, rhapsodical. Saxon “sonnets” join Welsh Odes, 
Pindarics, and Lapland Odes as examples of trae original 
poetry. But the Polite Correspondence did not succeed in 
putting Anglo-Saxon poetry on the map of even primitive 
poetry. Edward Lye, the lexicographer, planned an edition 
of Caedmon in 1753, and in 1773 Daines Barrington pub¬ 
lished Alfred’s Orosius. But this seems to have been the last 
book of any importance in Anglo-Saxon scholarship during 
the century. 

Philology had, at least, established beyond doubt the Ger¬ 
manic character of the language, though as late as 1776 
William Drake had to publish an elaborate refutation of the 
Celtic theory by parallels with the Gothic Bible.®® But the 
political motive behind Anglo-Saxon studies which became 
so strong in the nineteenth century, mostly under German 
influence, was then almost non-existent. We see its germ, 
however, in Bishop Gibson’s dedication of Camden’s Britan¬ 
nia to King George I. He proclaims proudly that “the 
greatest part of his Majesty’s subjects are of Saxon original.” 
“If we enquire from whence our Saxon Ancestors came, we 
shall find that it was from his Majesty’s Dominion in Ger¬ 
many,” namely Hannover. This ingenious theory was di- 
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rected against “those unnatural creatures, the Jacobites, who 
called the King a foreigner.” John Free, in a popular 
Essay towards an History of the English Tongue (1749), 
quotes this dedication and argues again at length for the 
Teutonic character of English. Anglo-Saxon is also firmly 
set into the linguistic tradition of English in Johnson’s 
Preface to the Dictionary (1755) which reproduces Hickes 
on the derivation of English, quotes the Preface to Boethius 
and the Anglo-Saxon translation of Luke, and gives Hickes’s 
account of Anglo-Saxon metre. Johnson remarks, with an 
unusual suspension of judgment, that “our ignorance of the 
laws of their metre and the quantities of their syllables ex¬ 
cludes us from that pleasure which the old bards undoubt¬ 
edly gave to their contemporaries.” 

Only Gray recognized that “the poetry of our fore¬ 
fathers, the Saxons and Danes consisted of nothing else, than 
this alliteration and measure, without any rhyme.” He stud¬ 
ied Hickes in detail, and his list of Anglo-Saxon poems, 
meant apparently as an anthology to precede his “history of 
poetry,” includes part of the “Dano-Saxon paraphrase of 
Genesis,” which Hickes had quoted, the Gospel of Nico- 
demus as edited'by Edward Thwakes, Athelstan's Victory 
and the Death of Eadgar from the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle. 
But Gray did not go beyond Hickes and probably could not 
understand Anglo-Saxon without the help of a translation, 
as is shown by his ignoring the Finnsburg fragment, which 
had been left untranslated by Hickes.*® Percy did not even 
know “that there is anywhere extant an entire Saxon poem” 
all in alliterative verse, and Warton quotes Athelstan's 
Victory as the only pagan document he knows, though else¬ 
where he refers to Beowulf and the Battle of Maldon.^* Thus 
the linguistic difficulties, then rarely overcome except by 
very few specialists, the ignorance of any large-scale poet- 
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ical production that seemed to deserve the designation of 
primitive, and the general misconception of the nature of 
Old Germanic poetry, which made people look in vain for 
anything strikingly pagan and wild in Anglo-Saxon, led to 
a neglect that was not substantially remedied until much 
later, in the nineteenth century. 

Anglo-Saxon poetry seemed too monkish and not prim¬ 
itive enough. The ideals of primitive poetry could be found 
realized only in the old ballads and in foreign literatures. 
Real old English popular ballads and songs were little known 
at that time and were seldom distinguished from much later 
broadsides or modem pastiches. But genuine ballads can be 
found, even before Percy, scattered in collections like those 
of James Watson, Allan Ramsay, William Thomson, and 
especially in the Collection of Old Ballads (1723) usually 
ascribed to Ambrose Philips.®® But all the Evergreens can¬ 
not deprive Percy of the fame of having collected, for the 
first time, and commented on with a new emphasis, the Old 
English and Scottish ballads. However objectionable his 
methods of editing may be from a modem point of view, we 
must not forget that Edward^ Edward, Child Waters, Sir 
Patrick Spens, and many other great poems were published 
by him for the first time, and with scarcely any “improve¬ 
ments.” Chevy Chase, praised by Sidney and Addison, was 
frequently printed, for the first time critically by Heame in 
1719,®* while the much later Nut-Brown Maid was carefully 
reprinted both by the Muses’ Mercury in 1707 and by Capell 
in the Prolusions (1760). The editor of the Muses’ Mercury 
attributed the poem to the time of Lydgate, and Prior, re¬ 
ferring to the authority of Wanley, put it even earlier. But 
Capell correctly judged it to be an early sixteenth-century 
production, and the MuseP Mercury itself admitted that it 
is not a proper ballad, but rather an allegorical poem. 
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Between Percy and Warton the most important ballad 
publication was David Herd’s Ancient and Modem Scots 
Songs (1769), an odd medley of good and bad, which was, 
however, edited with much greater reverence for the orig¬ 
inal folk-version than Percy displayed. In Scotland, where 
there was no great Renaissance tradition, respect for old 
airs and ballads was much deeper and the living oral tra¬ 
dition much more tenacious. Herd’s book was only a selec¬ 
tion of his MS collections, which were later used by Bums 
and Scott and were not exhausted till the labours of Child 
and Hans Hecht.®^ 

“Sumer is icumen in” and many other early English lyrics 
were first quoted and discussed in Sir John Hawkins’s Gen¬ 
eral History of the Science and Practice of Music 
Many of the popular ballads in Percy had to be rehashed and 
refurbished to be made palatable to “polite” taste, since early 
English poetry was still too near to fall completely under the 
category of “primitive.” The natural voices of early men 
could be heard most clearly in the original poetry of other 
nations. 

The nearest to Anglo-Saxon was, of course, Norse po¬ 
etry.*® Temple hid been the first in England to show any 
literary interest in it, though antiquarians like Sheringham, 
Aylett Sammes and others had used the younger Edda for 
their purposes before. Temple quoted two stanzas from the 
Death-Song of Ragnar Lodbrog in Latin from Wormius’ 
Literatura Runica (1651) and referred to the poem of Scal- 
logrim (EgiVs Ransom) as “truly poetical and in its kind 
Pindaric.” *° Hickes then reproduced the dialogue of Hervor 
with her father Angantyr, which he found in Olaus Vere- 
lius’ edition of the Hervarar Saga (1672), in English prose 
and thus gave the first translation of any Icelandic poem 
into any modem langui^e outside Scandinavian. These three 
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poems remained the only bits of Old Norse poetry known 
to Englishmen for over half a century.®^ Hickes’s trans¬ 
lation was reprinted in the Miscellany of 'Poems (1716), 
usually called Dryden’s, where Hickes’s prose was simply 
printed as verse. The elder Warton, in his posthumous 
Poems on Several Occasions (1748), made two Runic odes 
out of the two stanzas quoted by Temple from Ragmer 
Lodbrog, and Husbands reproduced Temple on Scallogrim; 
Blair quotes the whole ^gnar Lodbrog in Latin from 
Wormius and even Goldsmith alludes to the prose Edda.^^ 

A widening of this meagre knowledge came again only 
with Percy. His Five Pieces of Runic Poetry (1763, actually 
ready for publication in 1761) present a “treasure of native 
genius,” showing “the workings of the human mind in its 
almost original state of nature.” ®® The first poem, the Incan^ 
tation of Hervor, is again merely a revision of Hickes’s 
translation, though Percy looked into Olaus Verelius. The 
Dying Ode of Ragnar Lodbrog is again the poem from 
Krdku-mil, drawn from Wormius, which had been known 
to Temple. The third piece, the "Ransom of Egil, had been 
alluded to as the ode of Scallogrim by Temple who found 
it in Wormius, where it came from the EgiPs Saga. New 
are only two pieces: The Funeral Song of Hacon, ultimately 
derived from the Hakonar-mdl which Percy found in Mallet, 
though he examined the original and Latin translations in 
Resenius and Bartholin. The last piece is the Complaint of 
Harold, again suggested almost certainly by the translation 
in Mallet, though Percy traced it to its earlier printing in 
Bartholin.®* 

All the poems are claimed to be translated from the Ice¬ 
landic language and an appendix reprints the originals from 
the Danish antiquarians of the seventeenth century. But this 
need not to be taken quite literally. Percy himself points out 
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that “every poem here produced has been already published 
accompanied with a Latin or Swedish version” and he ac¬ 
knowledges the help of Edward Lye, the lexicographer, 
who compared the versions “everywhere with the orig¬ 
inals.”®* The Percy papers at Oxford show that, besides, 
Percy made two versions of the Fatal Sisters and translated 
several sets of verses from the Heimskringla apparently also 
with the help of Edward Lye.®* Percy, it is fair to assume, 
could not read Icelandic without the help of a translation, 
but used the existing Latin and French handbooks with 
profit and gained some acquaintance of the original texts 
with the help of Lye. 

The same is probably true of Thomas Gray. In 1768 ap¬ 
peared Gray’s two odes from the Old Norse. One, the Fatal 
Sisters, a version of the Darradarliod, comes either from 
Torfaeus’s Oreades or Bartholin, while the second, called 
the Descent of Odin, a version of Baldr’s Draumar, is also 
in Bartholin, in Latin translation. These were the only fruits 
of Gray’s Norse studies visible to his contemporaries. But 
Gray’s manuscripts show that he had read Mallet as early 
as 1758 and compiled a full commentary on the Fatal Sisters 
and the Descent''of Odin and a list of poems, which, with 
one exception, includes all the poems in Percy’s Five Pieces. 
The dates seem to point to the fact that Gray’s work sug¬ 
gested the whole selection to Percy, especially as the one 
poem not on his list, the Ransom of Egil can be found else¬ 
where in Gray’s notes transliterated from the Runic char¬ 
acters in Wormius. Gray’s list of Nordic poems, originally 
planned to precede a history of English poetry, includes 
also the Voluspd and Havamal. Though it has been argued 
that Gray knew Old Norse, it seems more plausible to as¬ 
sume that his knowledge did not go beyond a judicious use 
of Hickes, Mallet and the older Danish antiquarians.®^ 
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In 1770 Mallet’s Introduction cL PHistoire du Danemarck 
was translated by Percy (or rather by some friends whose 
work he supervised) as Northern Antiquities. Percy wrote 
an introduction protesting against the confusion of Ger¬ 
manic and Celtic. Thus Mallet became accessible to the Eng¬ 
lish public and as he reproduced the whole of the later and 
parts of the older Edda provided ample materials for infor¬ 
mation on Old Norse literature, though he himself was very 
lukewarm about its literary merits. Besides, Percy added 
parts of Goransson’s new Latin translation of the prose 
Edda. Later William Mason versified Percy’s Complaint of 
Harold as The Song of Harold the Valiant, and imitations, 
direct or indirect, became more numerous, until there was 
a whole spate of them towards the end of the century. But 
up to 1774, our present time-limit, knowledge was obvi¬ 
ously restricted to a few set pieces known at second hand, 
and the translations show that neither the style nor the set¬ 
ting were understood. They were considered rude “effu¬ 
sions,” on the same level as Indian or Ossianic poetry. 

Celtic and Germanic traditions were often not clearly dis¬ 
tinguished at that time, as bard and scald were terms almost 
interchangeable. Their idealization had begun very early. 
The Tudor antiquarians, in their patriotic fervour for every¬ 
thing “British,” had already raised the status of the bard, 
who slowly assumed heroic proportions long before Gray’s 
poem and Macpherson’s sentimentalized version.®® But actual 
Welsh poetry remained unknown for a long time, though 
there was a pretty full description of the prosody, with 
specimens, in John David Rhys’ Cambrobrytarmicae Cym- 
raecaeve Linguae Institutiones (1592). Gildon and Husbands 
refer to Welsh Odes and Taliessin, and die Polite Corre¬ 
spondence (1741), remarkable in so many other ways, seems 
to have been the first to translate into English some of 
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Taliessin’s odes from the Latin of Sir John Price’s Historiae 
Brytanmcae Defensio (1573).®® 

But the first direct translations from Welsh were those of 
Evan Evans in Some Specimens of the Poetry of the Ancient 
Welsh Bards (1764). Evans was one of a group of Welsh 
antiquarians whose most prominent member was actually 
Lewis Morris, who was also encouraged by Percy and 
Warton. Evans’ book contains ten poems translated into 
English prose and a Latin dissertation on the Bards, with 
other Latin versions from Welsh. Gray saw the manuscript 
of the Dissertation and translated four fragments of two 
poems (Gwalchmai’s Aivdl i Owain Gwynedd and Aneurin’s 
Qododin) which aroused much interest and became the 
starting point for many imitations from the Welsh. But 
Gray’s studies were, as his manuscripts show, much more 
extensive than this outward result. Long before he knew 
Evans, he took interest in early Welsh history and had 
written the Bard based on an account in Thomas Carte’s 
History of England (1747-1754), in its turn drawn from 
information supplied by Morris. Gray’s Commonplace Books 
show that he copied from Rhys extensive analyses of intri¬ 
cate Welsh versd forms and rhyme schemes, and a note in 
his own copy of the Odes shows that he had this verse- 
structure in mind when he wrote certain lines of the Bard. 
Gray’s interest in things Welsh extended to the language, 
though he can scarcely be said to have known it, and his 
list of Welsh poems, which was meant as a parallel to his 
lists of Anglo-Saxon and Norse poetry, includes some stanzas 
from Taliessin, the Battle of Argoed Llyfain, Givalchmafs 
Delights and Gruff ucPs Lamentations. Thus Gray, who spec¬ 
ulated also about Wales as the country of origin of rhyme, 
penetrated further into the mysteries of old Welsh poetry 
than any of his contemporaries, not Welsh themselves. 
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largely owing to his usually judicious use of handbooks.^®® 

Evans and Gray stimulated, however, further interest in 
Welsh. Even Dr. Johnson subscribed to a collection of 
Welsh poems which he could not read and recommended 
the reprinting of Rhys’ Institutiones^^^, and later in the 
century there were more translations like those by John 
Walters, Edward Jones and Charlotte Brooke. But Welsh 
poetry was completely overshadowed by the supposed an¬ 
cient Gaelic poetry discovered by Macpherson. “Ossian” 
thus, for a long time, blocked the way to any knowledge of 
genuine Old Celtic poetry, though on the other hand he 
stimulated enormously all interest in these subjects. Both 
Evans and Percy recognized the encouragement given to 
them by the success of Ossian, though both were aware of 
the dubious evidence for the authenticity of the Gaelic 
poems.^®^ The sham antique of Macpherson obscured the 
more genuine attempts to collect popular Gaelic poetry, 
made even before Macpherson by Jerome Stone and by the 
Rev. Alexander Pope.^®® 

Early Romance poetry was also interpreted in the prim- 
itivist spirit. The Spanish verse romances were, as far as I 
know, first quoted by Blackwell in his book on Homer 
(1735) as examples of “passionate and metaphorical” dis¬ 
course. He argues that in Greece “oracles, laws, spells, proph¬ 
ecies were first in verse.” “Some vestiges of this poetical 
turn remain in the pictures of Eastern manners, that are 
preserved in the oldest accounts of the Moors and Spaniards, 
where the romances occur every other page, and the con¬ 
versations upon pasnonate subjects run into a loose kind of 
verse.” He quotes trochees from the Historia de las Querras 
Civiles de Qranada by P6rez de Hita.^®^ The very same book 
was used by Percy, who included a translation of “Gentle 
River, Gentle River” in the Reliqttes as a specimen of the 



THE STUDY OF EARLY LITERATURE 129 

ancient Spanish manner, which “very much resembles that 
of our old English bards” and of “Alcanzor and 2 ^yda,” a 
Moorish tale.^®* Ten years later he prepared for print a little 
book with three other translations from the Civil Wars, a 
further very free composition in the Spanish style and a 
poem from Don Quixote. This collection was to form part 
of his general collection of folk-poetry of all nations, but 
was not published till 1932.^®* In Percy were, then, the be¬ 
ginnings of a tradition that led to Southey’s Cid and Lock¬ 
hart’s Spanish Ballads. 

Proven9al poetry fell into this scheme. Since Rymer it 
had become known at least as a general type, and Gildon, 
among others, reproduces Rymer closelyBut Akenside’s 
Pleasures of Imagination (1744) still shows complete igno¬ 
rance of the Troubadours, whose “taste and composition” 
he calls “extremely barbarous.” A fuller account, in con¬ 
nection with King Richard I, can be found only in Horace 
Walpole’s Catalogue of Royal and Noble Authors (1758), 
and more detailed knowledge came only after Warton’s first 
volume. The General Review of Foreign Literature (1775) 
reproduced the main contents of de la Curne de Sainte 
Palaye’s Histoir^ litteraire des Troubadours, translated in 
1779, in an abridged version, by Mrs. Susan Dobson.^®® 

Even knowledge of pre-Renaissance Italian poetry was 
very meagre. Dante, of course, had always been known by 
name and had been read by Milton and others. The earliest 
translation from Dante was, however, only the Ugolino pas¬ 
sage, translated into blank verse by the elder Jonathan Rich¬ 
ardson (1719). The same passage was turned into blank 
verse also by Gray and into couplets by Frederick Howard, 
fifth Earl of Carlisle (in Poems, 1772). It inspired a picture 
by Sir Joshua Reynolds, exhibited in 1773. Besides, there 
seems to have existed a complete translation of the Divine 
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Comedy into couplets by William Huggins but only a small 
fragment from the Furgatory has survived (1760). The 
wooden translation by Huggins of the Orlando Furioso does 
not promise well for this first English Dante. But critical 
comment was still largely unappreciative, in spite of the 
valiant efforts of an Italian, Guiseppe Baretti, writing in 
English, to impress the greatness of Dante on the minds of 
Englishmen.^^® The most enthusiastic comment from a rep¬ 
utable writer were the remarks of Joseph Warton in his 
Essay on Pope (1756), which praise the Inferno as “the next 
composition to the Iliad in point of originality and sublim¬ 
ity.” But Goldsmith represents the more general opinion 
in referring to the Divine Comedy as a “strange mixture of 
good sense and absurdity. . . . The truth is, Dante owes 
most of his reputation to the obscurity of the times in which 
he lived.” Even Petrarch was pressed somehow into the 
prevailing scheme of primitive poetry; Sir WDliam Jones 
translated canzone in order to show that the “Italians have 
written in the true spirit of the Easterns.” 

This spirit was expounded by Sir William Jones himself, in 
his Poems consisting Chiefly of Translations from the Asiatic 
Languages (1772) in a curious essay On the Poetry of the 
Eastern Nations. He tries to deduce “a priori,” as he says 
himself, from the wonderful climate of Arabia, and the rich¬ 
ness of the Arab language, that the Arabs “must be naturally 
excellent poets.” Persian poetry is similarly “deduced,” and 
an “ode” by Hafiz is compared with the ninety-ninth sonnet 
of Shakespeare.^^® Hafiz was the Eastern poet who attracted 
most attention; he was also translated early by John Richard¬ 
son, while Jones was the first to tell England something of 
Sadi and Ferdusi, as well as to translate Sakuntala.^^* As 
early as 17 ii Lady Mary Montagu had sent a translation 
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of a Turkish love-poem to Pope, which she thought “most 
wonderfully resembling the Song of Solomon'^ 

Interest in poetry travelled even further East, into China 
then made familiar through its gardening, porcelain and 
lacquer work. But Chinese literature remained far away and 
inaccessible. Still, through a French translation, a play The 
Chinese Orphan came to be known in England and was com¬ 
mented upon by Hurd, Karnes, Brown, and Goldsmith and 
translated by PercyPercy fitted a Chinese novel and 
some lyrical pieces, known to him through a French source, 
into his world-wide scheme of primitive universal poetry 
The primitive type of poetry was searched for and found 
even among the Red Indians and Laplanders. Montaigne’s 
Essays, one of the earliest books to praise the “noble sav¬ 
age,” printed an American Love-ode, which was twice imi¬ 
tated by Lady Winchelsea and the elder Warton. The same 
ode was later translated by Ritson and can be found as a 
“Snake-song” in Herder and Goethe. Montaigne had also 
added another little fragment of a song of an Indian pris¬ 
oner singing in derision of his captors. 

Other reports of Indians singing a song of defiance in the 
face of death were common in travellers’ accounts and 
seized the imagination of the period. Thus Joseph Warton 
wrote a Dying Indian, and later Mrs. John Hunter wrote the 
Death Song of a Cherokee Indian, which was printed by 
Ritson and clearly shows, absurdly enough to our mind, the 
influence of Ragnar Lodbrog, mortally stung by a viper, 
“smiling in the embrace of death.” But these were rather 
fantasies on themes brought by travellers than imitations of 
actual existing folk-poetry, though a later writer, William 
Preston, was very “confident that these Indian songs” are 
“irregular odes,” and was “confirmed in this opinion by find- 
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ing that several specimens of ancient poetry of uncivilized 
nations bear this form”—a curious vicious circle of argu¬ 
ment which shows clearly how such conceptions arose from 
vague analogies taken from all over the world.^^* 

Real Indian poetry, this time Peruvian, was, however, 
quoted by Daniel Webb in his Observations on the Corre¬ 
spondence between Poetry and Music (1769). This is a 
“sonnet” addressed to the Peruvian “Isis,” quoted in Latin and 
translated into English, from Garcilaso de la Vega’s Com- 
mentarios Reales (1609), which had been available since 
Purchas, particularly in a full translation by Sir Paul Ricaut, 
the historian of the Turkish Empire.^^® 

The “wilder graces” were seen also in the two Lapland 
songs that became familiar to every reader of the Spectator. 
They were drawn from Johan Scheffer’s Lapponia (1673), a 
travel-book which was twice translated into English. Both 
versifications in the Spectator ,of the “Orra Moor” song 
and the “Reindeer” song, are much adapted to classicist taste, 
but they were felt as primitive. They were reprinted by 
Blair and also, in an older, more literal translation, by Karnes, 
and were included by Ritson in the Historical Essay on Na¬ 
tional Song. They inspired, significantly, a third Lapland 
song, a hoax in the style of Ossian perpetrated by one 
George Pickering, which seemed, however, to have been 
successful to judge from the number of reprints and refer¬ 
ences.^®® 

Thus mankind and its poetry was surveyed, quite literally 
“from China to Peru.” The main materials for a history of 
English literature were assembled, the wide background of 
the poetic activities of other nations was sketched in, and all 
awaited only the shaping hand of the genuine historian. 



CHAPTER FIVE 


The Writing of Literary History 


No SYSTEMATIC ATTEMPT to Write the History of English 
Literature was made before Warton. But even Warton could 
not have conceived his plan, had not several incomplete at¬ 
tempts at the writing of literary history preceded him. Theo¬ 
ries of literary history and its evolution on the one hand, and 
materials in editions, catalogues, etc., on the other, were ac¬ 
cumulating throughout the century. There were also some 
attempts before Warton at a combination of these two ap¬ 
proaches, though none of them fully exploited either the 
ideas or the materials at hand. 

The old forms of literary history continued to flourish 
throughout the eighteenth century. Even the old verse-' 
catalogue of English poets did not die out completely. Thus 
Samuel Cobb wrste a poem. Of Poetry: Its Progress (1700) 
which traces its history from Moses and Orpheus to Chau¬ 
cer, the “English Ennius,” Shakespeare and Roscommon.^ 
Pope’s Essay on Criticism (1711) contain s a sketch of the 
history of criticism. There is a Progress of Poetry by Mrs. 
Julia Madan (1721) ^ and similar poems can be found in 
jnoreob^re_pubIicatiQns of verse. Three of the most im¬ 
portant poets of the century, William Collins, Thomas Gray 
and Mark Akenside, kept up this t radition of writing literary 
Justory_Jn jyerse. Collins’ Verses to Sir Thomas Howner 
(1743) contrast the “slow gradations of the other arts” with 
•the early flowering of poetry. Greece, Rome, Florence, 
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Provence, and Elizabethan England (which represents the 
“union of Tuscan fancy and Athenian strength”) pass in re¬ 
view. Jonson, Fletcher and Shakespeare are distinguished in 
the style of Dryden’s characterization, and finally French 
tragedy is hailed as “bright perfection.” Collins apparently 
saw the chronological confusion in placing the bards of 
Provence after the Florentine poets, and in the 1755 edition 
he added lines on Goths, priests and Vandals as “learning’s 
foes” and changed the relation between the Provenjal and 
Florentine poets in accordance with history. But the coup¬ 
ling of Cosmo and Julius II with the Provengal poets shows 
how vague literary ideas were in the mind of a man who had 
himself planned a “History of the Revival of Learning under 
Leo X.” 3 

Similar fantastic chro nology and other misconceptions fill 
'“also the sketchy history of poetry in Mark Akenside’s Pleas- 
of Imagination (1744). A note asserts that “about the 
age of Hugh Capet” the poets of Provence were in high 
reputation and their “vein of fable” is founded on “tradi¬ 
tionary legends of the Saracen wars.” ^ Only in Gray’s 
Progress of Poesy (1754) has the new conception of literary 
history emerged. Gray starts with universal primitive poetry, 
the Laplanders and Indians, and then sketches the progress 
of poetry from Greece to Italy and hence to England. Obvi¬ 
ously, no real contribution can be expected from a form that 
primarily served poetical purposes, though it is of some in¬ 
terest as indicating the condition of contemporary interest 
and knowledge. But the literary history in verse did not die 
with Gray; the Essay on Epic Poetry (1782) by William 
Haley is even more elaborate than anything that preceded it. 

Another traditional form of literary history was collective 
biography . Every encyclopaedia and biographical dictionary 
theoretically falls under our review. But, as we are mainly 
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interested in the changes of forms and methods, it will not 
be necessary to investigate too closely the respective merits 
or demerits of all such publications. The oldest type, the 
Latin catalogue in the style of Leland and Bale, persisted, 
too. Thomas Tanner wrote about 1710 his Bibliotheca Br/-j 
tannica (1748), a purely bibliographical and biographical 
compilation, originally planned as an edition of Leland, 
which was still pre-critical in such points as the inclusion of 
names like Boadicea. But he goes beyond Leland and Bale in 
including writers like Marlowe, Greene, and Peele.® Nearest 
to the old type is then George Mackenzie’s Lives and Char^ 
acters of the Most Eminent Writers of The Scots Nation 
(1708-1722). It gives full lives, abstracts and catalogues of 
works, quotations from judgments of the learned, etc., in a 
spirit far more critical than Tanner’s. Even though Mac¬ 
kenzie’s information is largely second-hand, his style and 
digressions show that his interests were not so exclusively 
^tiq uarian as Tanner’s. He quotes Dry den’s Plutarch to 
show his psychological interest in the “poor reasonable 
animal.” ^ 

But Mackenzie still largely confined himself to church- 
writers, though’"there are exceptions—he discusses Barbour, 
the Blind Harry, and Lindsay. The new type of collective 
biography, confined to English literature in the more narrow 
sense, as established by Winstanley, was taken up again by 
Giles Jacob, in the Poetical Register (1719). The first vol¬ 
ume contains a list of English dramatic poets in alphabetical 
order, based on Langbaine and Gildon. The memoirs of 
Wycherley are new and so is information supplied by living 
authors like Congreve, Dennis, and Savage. The second vol¬ 
ume (1720) called An Historical Account of the Lives andl 
Writings of our most considerable English Poets, is actuall;^ 
an ^tholcgy of abstracts in alphabetical order, with an in-j 
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troductory essay on The Rise, Progress,\Beauty, etc. of 
Poetry, which is merely a patchwork of quotations from 
Temple, Dryden, and others. 

The great biographical encyclopaedias—of course not con¬ 
fined to literature—begin with the General Dictionary, His¬ 
torical and Critical (1734-1741), edited by Thomas Birch 
and others and obviously based on Bayle, but adding some 
nine hundred English biographical articles, which are fre¬ 
quently valuable because they are first-hand.^ The Bio- 
graphia Britannica (1747-1766), edited by William Oldys 
and Joseph Towers, was confined to British biographies, and 
its seven foUo volumes contain many scholarly lives by 
Oldys, including biographies of Drayton, Fulke Greville, 
Fuller and others. Dr. Johnson’s Lives draw much biograph¬ 
ical information from these two forerunners of the Diction¬ 
ary of National Biography. But the fullest attempt at a col¬ 
lection of biographies, limited to English poets, was The 
Lives of the Poets of Great Britain (1753), which is known 
as Cibber’s Lives, but was mainly written by Robert Sheils 
(who died in 1753), a Scotch Jacobite, whose political sen¬ 
timents were suppressed or altered by the editor.® The book 
begins with Chaucer and ends with quite recent writers, like 
Aaron Hill and Ambrose Philips. As far as one can speak of 
any underlying historical conception, it is the old one of 
progress from the “morning star,” Chaucer, to the “perfect 
consummation of Dryden.” ® Fairfax and Waller are stressed, 
in accordance with the old fable convenue, expounded by 
Dryden and Pope. 

Other biographical collections of the time were on a less 
extensive plan; thus Horace Walpole’s Catalogue of the 
Royal cmd Noble Authors of England (1758) is limited to 
*“ten English princes and above fourscore peers.” Walpole 
is very critical of Tanner and writes most fully on Surrey 
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and some later authors, but his whole principle of selection 
precluded any genuinely historical approach. David Erskine 
Baker’s Companion to the Play-House (1764) reverts to the 
form established by Langbaine. It contains an alphabetical 
list of plays and authors with short biographies and bibli¬ 
ographies and an introductory sketch Of the Rise and Prog¬ 
ress of the English Stage. James Granger’s Biographical His¬ 
tory of England from Egbert the Great to the Revolution 
(1769) is devised as a commentary on a “Methodical Cata¬ 
logue of Engraved British Heads” and is a large collection of 
mainly anecdotical biographies, classified according to the 
social standing of the subjects, among whom poets, together 
with physicians, have only a very minor place. 

The biographical collections of poets culminate in John¬ 
son’s Lives of the Poets (1779-1781). Though it appeared 
after Warton’s first volumes, it must be included as it repre¬ 
sents an early type and the finest fruit of a mind rooted in 
the neo-classical tradition. The Lives were originally urged 
on Johnson by a group of booksellers and were planned only 
as “little lives and little prefaces to a little edition of the 
English poets.” Their considerable elaboration and their 
later independent publication were obviously afterthoughts. 
The choice of lives was prescribed by the booksellers and 
Johnson was, from the outset, limited to the one living tradi¬ 
tion from Cowley to Gray. He himself seems to have urged 
only the inclusion of minor poets like Blackmore, Watts, 
Pomfret and Yalden. Nothing came of a later suggestion, 
made by George III in an interview, that Spenser should 
have been included.^* 

The Lives are, of course, bio graphy and c riticisn^ and only' 
' incid^tally literary history. The whole scheme—a series of 
isolated biographies in chronological order—did not lend it¬ 
self to literary history in the more narrow sense of the term. 
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But there is an historical outline in the very limitation to the 
neo-classicist movement. Johnson, in the “Life of Cowley,” 
starts with a discussion of the metaphysicals as background 
and foil to the tradition he is about to treat in full and he 
stresses everywhere the anticipations and steps which led to 
its establishment. Only from incidental remarks can we re¬ 
construct his view of the earlier course of English poetry. 
Johnson disparages what he knew of medieval English 
poetry. Chaucer’s Nun’s Priest’s Tale seems to him “hardly 
worth revival” by Dryden’s paraphrase, and Dryden is 
also censured for his “hyperbolical commendation” of the 
Knight’s Tale because it contains “an action unsuitable to 
the times in which it is placed” and thus apparently violates 
decorum.^® Medieval mysteries are dubbed “wild dramas” 
and Chevy Chase is condemned for its “chill and lifeless im¬ 
becility,” in accordance with his usual dislike of ballads.^® 
But Johnson knows that the “poets of Elizabeth had at¬ 
tained an art of modulation, which was afterwards neglected 
and forgotten.” Still, the reform of English poetry be¬ 
gins with Waller, who himself acknowledged Fairfax as his 
model and “might have studied with advantage the poem 
of Davies.” 

Like Waller, Denham is “deservedly considered as one of 
the fathers of English poetry”; he is an “original author,” 
who “traced a new scheme of poetry.” He improved our 
taste and advanced our language and “gained ground gradu¬ 
ally upon the ruggedness of his age.” Also Cowley “some¬ 
times attempted an improved and scientific versification,” 
but the actual founder of the new style is Dryden. “To him 
we owe the improvement, perhaps the completion of our 
metre, the refinement of our language, and much of the cor¬ 
rectness of our sentiments.” “ Before the time of Dryden 
there was “no poetical diction, no system of words at once 
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refined from the grossness of domestic use, and free from 
the harshness of terms appropriated to particular arts.”^^ 
Johnson thought of the new system as a science which ex¬ 
cludes all “casualty” and aspires to “constancy.” ^4 Thus, 
once established, it cannot and should not be changed. After 
Pope “to attempt any further improvement of versification 
will be dangerous.” 

Johnson therefore always points out either relapses or ap¬ 
proximations to this ideal norm. Though Addison was one 
of the earliest examples of correctness, he “debased rather 
than refined the versification which he had learned from 
Dryden.” Roscommon is declared “perhaps the only cor¬ 
rect writer in verse before Addison” and Prior was 
“amongst the most correct of the English poets; and he was 
one of the first that resolutely endeavoured at correct¬ 
ness.” 

This view of a progress of English poetry towards an 
ideal scientific norm attained especially by Pope is curiously 
enough combined in Johnson with a constant recognition of 
the historical point of view and pleadings for a relativity of 
standards. He recognized that “wit has its changes and fash¬ 
ions and at different times, takes different forms.” He ex¬ 
plicitly states that “to judge rightly of an author, we must 
transport ourselves to his time, and examine what were the 
wants of his contemporaries, and what were his means of 
supplying them.”®® However, he uses the historical argu¬ 
ment largely as an apology for shortcomings and mistakes in 
older literature. Thus Dry den’s Threnodia Augiistalis has the 
“irregularity of metre, to which the ears of that age, how¬ 
ever, were accustomed” and Milton’s verse was “harmo¬ 
nious, in proportion to the general state of our metre in 
Milton’s age.” Waller’s poem, on the danger of the Prince 
on the coast of Spain, “may be justly praised, without much 
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allowance for the state of our poetry and language at that 
time.” 

Once, in Johnson’s defence of Pope’s translation of 
Homer, the historical argument is prominent and effective. 
“Time and place will always enforce regard. In estimating 
this translation consideration must be had of the nature of 
our language, the form of our metre, and, above all, of the 
change which two thousand years have made in the modes 
of life and the habits of thought,” as Pope wrote “for his 
own age and his own nation.” But the historical argument 
which seemed to Johnson valid in case of an adaptation of a 
work of remote antiquity, did not affect his main view of 
English literature as one continuous effort towards the es¬ 
tablishment of one timeless norm, that of Pope and Dryden. 
Johnson certainly believes in progress (in spite of all per¬ 
sonal pessimism as to human happiness). He rejects the view 
that the “world was in its decay and that souls partake of 
the general degeneracy.” “Every age,” he thinks, “improves 
in elegance. One refinement always makes way for an¬ 
other.” But the new dispensation seems firmly established. 
Since Dryden, English poetry has had “no tendency to re¬ 
lapse to its former savageness.” ®^ This faith or hope may 
help us to explain Johnson’s acrimonious remarks on Gray’s 
and Collins’s attempts to revive what he considered an obso¬ 
lete and essentially superseded diction and versification. It 
explains in part, at least, the harshness of his comments on 
Milton’s early poems, which he knew were not only highly 
valued by his contemporaries, but had also become the 
models of a new Miltonic school, of which he disapproved 
as of any archaism. 

Besides this general scheme of the progress of English 
poetry which we can abstract from the Lives, the Lives con¬ 
tain also many digressions which can be called little exercises 
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in literary history. Johnson sketches the history of pastoral 
poetry from Theocritus to Tasso,®® mentions briefly the 
early English critics including Webbe and Puttenham, while 
acclaiming Dryden as the father of English criticism,®® or 
traces the history of letter-writing in England from Howell 
to Pope.^® Elsewhere he sketches the course of the Collier 
controversy^^ or enumerates the main practitioners before 
Pope of the art of “imitation” exhibited so powerfully in his 
own London and the Vanity of Human Wishes.*^ 

In discussing Pope’s translation of Homer, Johnson not 
only passes in review the older English translations, but sur¬ 
veys the history of verse-translation in general, though in 
practice he knows only Anguillara’s Ovid and the Iliad of 
Salvini.*® Johnson paid most attention to the history of 
versification, as metre loomed very large among the achieve¬ 
ments of the neo-classical age. He sketches the history of 
blank verse since Surrey,^* traces the triplet to Phaer, Hall 
and Chapman,^® and points to the alexandrines in Spenser.^® 
He knows that alliteration was used before Waller by Gas¬ 
coigne and in Shakespeare’s Love’s Labour’s Lost,*'^ and he 
chides Dryden f«r his ignorance of the verse-form of either 
Gorboduc or Chapman’s Homer.*® 

Johnson is sometimes also interested in tracing historical 
antecedents; he recognizes that the metaphysicals borrowed 
from Marino and his followers,*® that Cowley’s confusion 
of images could have been modelled on Sannazaro,®® and he 
finds a parallel passage for a poem by Cowley in the Polish 
humanist, Casimir.®* Once Johnson indulges in a somewhat 
disproportionate source-study when he demonstrates that 
some of Prior’s epigrams are derived from the French or 
from a German humanist, Georgius Sabinus.®® Johnson also 
shows that the design of Wiitdsor Forest is derived from 
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Cooper’s Hill with some attention to Waller’s poem on the 
Park.^ 

The value of the genetic method for the study of an indi¬ 
vidual work of art is also recognized by Johnson. He quotes 
Milton’s early plan for a drama on Paradise Lost from the 
Trinity College manuscript and reflects that “it is pleasant to 
see great works in their seminal state pregnant with latent pos¬ 
sibilities of excellence.” ^ He prints first versions of several 
passages from the manuscript of Pope’s Iliad implying that 
he “delights to trace the mind from the rudeness of its first 
conceptions to the elegance of its last,” and quotes the 
changes made in different editions of Pope’s Essay on Man 
and in the Epistle to ArbuthnotJ^^ 

All this could not be more than the casual remarks of a 
mind preoccupied with the analysis of human character and 
the pronouncement of critical verdicts. But Johnson was far 
more deeply steeped in historical lore and had a far wider 
knowledge of the history of English literature than is fre¬ 
quently assumed by those who think of him merely as the 
great oracle of neo-classicism. Many incidental pronounce¬ 
ments, the wealth of reading incorporated in the Dictionary, 
the preface with its sketch of the history of the English lan¬ 
guage, the editorial work on the H arleian Misc^ JJapy, the 
earlier lives of Ascham and Sir Thomas Browne and, of 
course, the edition of Shakespeare could prove this more 
than amplyHe also was touched by the rise of the his¬ 
torical sense and the general revival of older English litera¬ 
ture. 

Johnson’s Lives of the Poets approach in size a compilation 
like Cibber’s. But they grew out of a different type: an ap¬ 
proach from the introductory biographical sketches to a series 
of e,xta.cxs.jrhe Muses’ Library, or a Series of English Poetry 
from the taxons to the Reign of King Charles II (1737) was 
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planned exactly like Johnson’s Lives though on a smaller 
scale and with a different chronological definition. It was 
compiled by Mrs. Elizabeth Cooper with the assistance of 
Oldys. The usual assertion that all the work was done by 
Oldys does not seem to be correct, as Oldys’ diary shows 
that Mrs. Cooper borrowed books from Oldys for the prep¬ 
aration of a second volume. She must have been reading and 
s electing herself.®® The vaguely worded preface does not 
point to Oldys either, though it is difficult to see whence 
some of her antiquarian information could have come if not 
from Oldys. The book begins rather as a continuous literary 
history with long extracts, but later separates into a series of 
biographies. The comments are more critical than in any of 
the older biographical collections, and the extracts are ar¬ 
ranged not only chronologically, but also with obvious re¬ 
gard for representativeness. It is, in every way, the most 
valuable anthology of e^lier English poetry before Percy 
and Headley. 

Ramsay’s Evergreen, Being a Collection of Scots Poems 
(1724) also showed historical considerations in the arrange¬ 
ment, but it includes no comments except in the brief intro¬ 
duction, though an account of the authors was promised in 
the third and fourth volumes, which were never published.®® 
All the other anthologies of the time under consideration, 
like Bysshe’s (1703) or Gildon’s (1718), Hayward’s (1738) 
or, later. Goldsmith’s (1767), are innocent of any historical 
point of view or any intentions of this kind. 

A historical point of view reappears only in Percy’s 
Reliques (1765), where each volume is arranged in a roughly 
chronological order from early folk-ballads to very recent 
imitations. Percy wants to show “the gradations of our lan¬ 
guage, exhibit the progress of popular opinions, display the 
peculiar manners and customs of former ages, or throw light 
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on our earlier classical poets.” Though the editing of the 
Reliques was, as was soon discovered, far from critical, the 
Reliqttes have scholarly pretensions in the little introductions 
prefixed to many poems; and the dissertations on the Aip- 
dent English Minstrels, on the Ori^n of the English Stage, 
on the Andent Metrical Romances and on the Metre of 
Pierce PlovmtarCs Visions, represent, in many ways, the best 
and most learned collection of essays on older English lit¬ 
erary history that appeared before Warton. The anthology 
had become an important vehicle of literary history. 

Another innovation in the forms of literary history was 
'.the separate publication of commentaries and notes. These 
I grew out o f mar ginalia, notes, and commonplace-books. 
We have mentioned Erancis Thynne’s polemical notes on 
Speght’s edition of Chaucer (1598). Selden’s notes on Dray¬ 
ton’s Poly-Olbion (1613) are purely antiquarian and histor¬ 
ical though they have their interest for English studies as 
they quote from Robert of Gloucester and Langland. Rich¬ 
ard Brathwait’s Comment upon the tvfo Tales of Chaucer 
(The Miller’s Tale and The Wife of Bath’s Tale) (1665) is a 
quaint, moralizing paraphrase of no scholarly interest. Only 
Patrick Hume’s elaborate commentary on Milton (1695) 
was the first more systematic literary annotation of an Eng¬ 
lish poet. Lewis Theobald published his textual notes on 
Shakespeare independently in 1726 under the title of Shake¬ 
speare Restored, and similar more or less haphazard little 
books were common. Thus John Jortin in his Remarks on 
Spenser’s Poems (1734) accumulated parallels (largely in 
Latin) to passages in Spenser, and the same type is preserved 
in the commentaries by Upton, Grey, Whalley, and, espe¬ 
cially, Richardson. The Jonathan Richardsons, father and 
son, published Explanatory Notes and Remarks on Miltor^s 
Paradise Lost (1734), a book of notes introduced by a full 
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life (a combination new at the time) and approaching a 
proper monograph on the poet. Out of such collections of 
notes grew Thomas Warton’s Observations on the Fairie 
Queene (1754); Joseph Warton’s book on Pope is also a 
monograph which is substantially a collection of notes cov¬ 
ering the whole corpus of Pope’s works. 

But from the point of view of literary history, it is-diffi- 
cult to see that ^y of these forms could lead very fafr ^The 
history in ^rse w as obviously remote from the purposes of 
scholarshij^he collective biography^y the isolation of the 
individual authoK,” was in its very nature antagoiys^c to a 
conception of the continuity of literature as an ari^nd the 
systematic elaborate commentary, valuable as it was for the 
interpretation of individual passages, blocked the way to 
general views and the use of historical criteria. But, in spite 
of this, some genuinely historical viewpoints permeated 
even these forms; in Johnson’s Lives one can discern the 
outline of a history of English literature, and into their col¬ 
lections of notes on Spenser and Pope both Wartons man¬ 
aged by digressions to instill a good deal of historical matter. 

Also political historiography began to take cognizance of 
literature and to'incorporate some account of its develop¬ 
ment in the narration of national events. Already the six¬ 
teenth-century chronicles had noticed some authors like 
Chaucer, at least in passing, and his and other names occur 
in most histories of the seventeenth and early eighteenth 
centuries. A local histo ry. Sir William Dugdale’s Antiquities 
of Warwickshire (1656), contained one of the first accounts 
of Shakespeare in a description of Trinity Church at Strat¬ 
ford-upon-Avon. But even David Hume, who was the first 
to combine history with philosophy and whose sole pro¬ 
gram included a stress on the history of civilization in the 
Voltairian sense, in practice gives us only “chaotic catalogues 
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of casually selected facts” in his sections on non-political 
events. These appendixes to chapters or concluding para¬ 
graphs oddly labelled as “miscellaneous transactions” during 
this or that reign have been rightly described by an admirer 
of eighteenth-century historiography as “little more than 
ragbags, specifically invented to receive whatever odds and 
ends cannot be utilized in the main body of the history.” 

No name is mentioned in the medieval sections of Hume’s 
History and, during the reign of Henry VIII only Sir Thomas 
More is exempted from general condemnation. Under Eliz¬ 
abeth, only Spenser is discussed at some length as a tedious 
writer, who in contrast to Homer was employed in drawing 
the “affectations and conceits and fopperies of chivalry.” 
The section listed under the reign of King James I contains 
some more systematic comments on English literature. We 
hear the usual commonplaces about the “lack of taste” and 
“want of judgment” of the Elizabethans, the “irregularities 
and absurdities of Shakespeare” and even his “total ignorance 
of all theatrical art and conduct.” Then follow remarks on 
Jonson’s learning, Fairfax’s “ease and elegance” and Donne’s 
satires. Even Elizabethan prose is disparaged for its “total 
disregard of the elegance and harmony of the period.” 
Bacon, whose style is called “stiff and rigid,” is considered 
inferior to Galileo and perhaps even to Kepler. But there is 
some praise for Raleigh’s History and for Camden, and even 
King James is defended as a writer of “no mean genius.” 

A few pages at the end of the section on the Commonwealth 
add the customary praise for the “most wonderfully sublime 
of any poet in any language,” who, however, prostituted his 
pen in the parliamentary cause. Waller is called “the first re¬ 
finer of English poetry, at least in rhyme,” though his beau¬ 
ties are “feeble and superficial.” Cowley is disparaged as cor- 
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rupted by the bad taste of his age and only Denham’s 
Cooper's Hill is praised without reservation. 

As to prose, Hume expresses his strong dislike for Hobbes, 
praises Harrington’s Oceana and Clarendon and barely men¬ 
tions Selden and Chillingworth.®^ Literary remarks conclude 
the whole work with a disparagement of the Restoration 
period which, in Hume’s view, retarded the progress of 
polite literature in England. Even Dryden was a genius per¬ 
verted by indecency and bad taste. Some praise is bestowed 
on Temple, and Hudibras receives commendation as “one of 
the most learned compositions in any language.”®* This 
string of loosely connected critical judgments, full of sur¬ 
prising omissions, contain scarcely one historical considera¬ 
tion and seem a disappointing performance to come from, 
unquestionably, one of the greatest minds of the eighteenth 
century. 

But just before Warton’s first volume was published, an¬ 
other large-scale History of Great Britain was getting into 
its stride. Robert Henry’s five volumes were conceived on a 
new plan “different from any former history of this island, 
or indeed of any other country.” ®® The novelty consists in 
a consistently casried out scheme of cultural history parallel 
to the political narrative. Each historical period is subdivided 
into seven chapters: the civil and military history; religious 
and ecclesiastical; a history of constitution, government and 
laws; a history of learning and learned men; a history of the 
arts; a history of commerce, shipping, money and coin, and 
finally a history of manners, virtues, vices, remarkable cus¬ 
toms, etc. This plan is carried out so rigidly that one could 
read, for instance, all fifth chapters in every book as a con¬ 
tinuous history of the arts. Thus the first volume (1771) 
contains an account of the origins of poetry and of poetry 



148 RISE OF ENGLISH LITERARY HISTORY 

in the British Isles before the Anglo-Saxon invasion. Ac¬ 
tually, it amounts to an account of the “humane and gener¬ 
ous” Ossian, but Henry refers also to Ragnar Lodbrog in 
Percy’s version, to Mallet and Wormius and accepts John 
Brown’s views on the original unity of poetry and music.®^ 

The second volume (1774) contains then a description of 
Anglo-Saxon literature; the accounts of Bede, Alfred the 
Great, etc., are arranged by centuries, while the picture of 
Old Germanic poetry is the current vaguely enthusiastic re¬ 
buttal of the climate theory. Poetry “burnt with as intense a 
flame under the arctic circle as under the equator. The truth 
is that the mountains of Germany, Sweden, Denmark (?), 
Norway, and even Iceland were the favourite seats of the 
Muses in this period.” In detail, Henry knows only Athel- 
stan's Victory and Eadgar's Death, two poems in the Anglo- 
Saxon Chronicle, and reproduces Hickes’s views on Caedmon 
and the nature of Anglo-Saxon versification.®* The third vol¬ 
ume, published in 1777, could draw already heavily on War- 
ton and thus must fall outside these considerations. 

The narrative histories of individual genres were the most 
important preparatory steps to a general history of English 
literature. The drama lent itself first and most easily to a his¬ 
torical treatment, for reasons which are fairly obvious. No 
real history emerges from individual biographies. But the 
drama was a clearly established type of art, and inside this 
type there was striking evidence of great successive changes. 
Mysteries, moralities, Elizabethan “irregular” drama and mod¬ 
em “regular” drama were types so sharply distinguished that 
it was impossible to shut one’s eyes to the problem of their 
succession. Besides, there was the model of a history of an¬ 
cient drama with its succession of forms, like the three types 
of comedy. Thus an actual development of art could be 
traced fairly easily. Here the important conception of repre- 
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sentativeness could be clarified early. Representativeness was 
inconceivable as long as there was no ideal point, no tend¬ 
ency towards which a genre was developing. 

But Shakespeare was recognized soon as such a culminat¬ 
ing point, and the ideal regular tragedy could serve as an¬ 
other. This process took a long time, and was by no means 
accomplished in the period under review. Gildon’s Essay on 
the Art, Rise and Progress of the Stage (1710) is largely a 
patchwork from Rymer, which does not even use the in¬ 
formation contained in Wright’s Historia Histrionica (1699). 
Gildon begins only with Shakespeare, “who first ennobled the 
rude scene,” and otherwise does little more than enumer¬ 
ate names. The author of the preface to Dodsley’s Plays 
(1744) has also to apologize for a “want of materials.” He 
suggests, at least, the great similarity in the rise and progress 
of the modern stage in all the principal countries of Europe, 
and quotes Crescimbeni on Italian mysteries, mentions the 
Spanish autos and knows even Hans Sachs, whose name he 
spells quaintly as “Haanssacks.” He concludes that “all the 
modern theatres in Europe began with singing, dancing 
and extempore dialogues or farces: from thence they pro¬ 
ceeded to the mysteries of religion, and till the sixteenth cen¬ 
tury none of them attempted to exhibit either tragedy or 
comedy,” which is a substantially sound and genuinely 
historical conception. But the true drama is ascribed only to 
the miraculous creative genius of Shakespeare, Fletcher, and 
Jonson. 

Warburton in one of his notes to his edition of Shake¬ 
speare (1747) tried to give another account of the “rise and 
progress of the modem stage.” He quotes a French source 
[Goujet?] on the mysteries and ridicules them pompously. 
Gringoire, he says, added to them a farce called “Sotti^ with 
tm pay son and un sot conrnmn” and “we who borrowed all 
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these delicacies from the French, blended the Morditi and 
Sottie together: so that the paysan and sot commun, the 
clown or fool, got a place in our serious moralities.” Thus 
Warburton accounts for that “mongrel species, unknown to 
nature and antiquity, called tragicomedy.” However ab¬ 
surd the detail of this explanation may be, the whole ap¬ 
proach to the question ^ows that a dim idea of an evolution 
of the genre was in his mind. D. E. Baker’s Brief View of the 
Rise and Progress of the English Stage (1764) can be ig¬ 
nored as merely a reproduction of Dodsley. 

A real advance in the history of the English drama was 
made only by Percy in his Essay on the Origin of ihe Eng¬ 
lish Stage (1765); he rejects Warburton’s account who “de¬ 
rives all his information from the French critics and his in¬ 
stances from the French stage,” and is thus often “wide of 
the mark and generally superficial.” Percy tries to con¬ 
strue a logical sequence from “dumb shows,” which grew 
into a regular series of connected dialogues, to the mysteries. 
These in turn required frequently the representation of some 
allegorical personage, such as Death, Sin, Charity, Faith and 
the like, and hence “the rude poets of these unlettered ages 
began to form complete dramatic pieces consisting entirely 
of such personifications.” In the moralities he sees the seeds 
of tragedy and comedy. In Hick Scomer Percy recognizes 
the tra ns ition to the modern drama: “we need only to substi¬ 
tute other names to his personages” and “we have real char¬ 
acters and living manners.” The writers of these moralities 
were “upon the very threshold of real tragedy and comedy,” 
and acquaintance with Roman and Grecian models merely 
speeded up the process. “From the graver sort of moralities 
our modem tragedy appears to have derived its origin, as 
our comedy evidently took its rise from the lighter inter¬ 
ludes and most of these pieces contain an absurd mixture of 
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religion and buffoonery.” Warburton has “well deduced 
from thence the origin of our unnatural tragicomedies.” The 
Elizabethan histories are derived from the old mysteries, 
with which they share the disregard for the unities.^® 
Though everything in Percy is very sketchy, the outline of 
a history of the English drama is there. 

The last sketch of a history of the drama before Warton 
is Thomas Hawkins’s introduction to The Origin of the 
English Drama (1773). Hawkins stresses the fact that the 
modem drama is not a revival of the ancient, but a com¬ 
pletely different type, with its own laws. Therefore criticism 
of Shakespeare for his neglect of the rules is completely be¬ 
side the point. The drama is as universa l-as-peetfv.-He takes 
from Warburton’s Divine Legation the idea that the Eleusin- 
ian mysteries were a kind of sacred drama and from Lowth 
the suggestion that there are traces of drama in the Bible. 
After describing the mysteries, Hawkins distinguishes “two 
different species of drama” at the beginning of the sixteenth 
century: one formed upon the ancient classic model, the 
other merely popular and of a “Gothic original,” but 
capable of great improvement. The same distinction can be 
paralleled in t&e epic, if one contrasts Camoens with Ariosto 
or Spenser. Again comedy is derived from the comic inter¬ 
ludes, tragedy was revived by classical scholars, tragi¬ 
comedy is a concession to popular audiences. “Histories” were 
written in imitation of the composition of the old mysteries. 
Thus the “common theatres” performed plays “of the 
Gothic form, very much unlike the chaste and perfect 
models of antiquity.” Hawkins’s collection is thus designed 
to exhibit systematically “the rise and gradual improvement 
of our drama” before Shakespeare.’'^ 

In Hawkins the critical and antiquarian lines meet very 
clearly. The materials slowly accumulated or pointed out by 
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Others are here interpreted in the light of the new critical 
concept of Gothic versus Classical form, as we saw it elabo¬ 
rated first in Hurd. The infiltration of critical ideas, of con¬ 
ceptions of type, had definitely begun, though the materials 
were scanty and the ideas schematic. This process continued 
through Warton and Malone to Collier and later to Sym- 
onds’ evolutionary history of Shakspere's Predecessors.’’^ 

The epic and romance were other literary genres round 
which historical ideas crystallized. Early in the century in¬ 
terest was still centred purely on epic poetry, and in prac¬ 
tice on Homer, Virgil, Ariosto, Spenser and Milton. Thus 
Trapp’s Praelectiones Poeticae (1711) discusses this series, 
though without any historical perspective; and Sir Richard 
Blackmore’s Essay on the Nature and Constitution of Epick 
Poetry (1716) defines the ideal epic, the nature of its 
machinery, of its sublime style, of its digressions, etc., in a 
rationalist spirit, opposed to traditional Aristotelianism. The 
discussions on Spwnser all centre around the question of com¬ 
position. Addison laboured to make Paradise Lost conform 
to Virgil and Homer, taking, for instance, great trouble to 
defend the fall of even perfect persons like Adam and Eve 
as permissible and tragic.'^'' The epic genre remained in the 
early eighteenth century a discontinuous series of very few 
epical poems, which were constantly examined for their con¬ 
formity to an ideal type. But, isolated as they were and scat¬ 
tered over many countries and centuries, this could not lead 
to anything like a history of epic poetry. 

The novel was still something so new and considered so 
little worthy of serious critical attention that Hurd, for in¬ 
stance, is distinctly embarrassed in dealing with it.^® He calls 
them “hasty, imperfect and abortive poems” and jokes about 
their “equivocal generation.” The remarks by Smollett in 
the preface to Roderick Random (1748) refer only very 
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sketchily to the origins of his own type of “picaresque 
novel” in Cervantes and GH Bias. Karnes contrasts the new 
novel of sentiments with that of wonderful adventures.'^® But 
anything like a history was attempted only after Warton, 
when Blair, Beattie, and Mrs. Clara Reeve connected the 
novel with the ancient romance. 

Romance, however, was the topic that aroused most his¬ 
torical interest. Actual medieval romances were, as we have 
shown above, almost unknown up to Percy. Interest was 
rather aroused by the phenomenon of chivalry as a social in¬ 
stitution, so curiously contrasted with those produced by the 
bourgeois mentality of the time. Strictly literary considera¬ 
tions were in the background and became more prominent 
only as poetry was necessarily used to provide sources for 
these social studies. Gildon suggested in 1718 that the Ro¬ 
mances seem “a production of the Gothic genius,” but that 
their writing goes back to Petronius, Lucian and Helio- 
dorus.®® But Warburton was apparently the first in England 
to consider seriously the question of the origin of romance. 
In a Supplement to the Translator’s Preface, added to 
Charles Jarvis’ Don Quixote (1742), he criticizes Huet 
severely for shirking the question, and decides to revive a 
theory voiced by Milton’s foe, Salmasius—that romances had 
their origin in Eastern tales, brought thence by travellers 
from crusades and pilgrimages, apparently first to Spain. 
Turpin and Geoffrey of Monmouth were the two foun¬ 
tain-heads of romance, and the Spanish wars with the Sara¬ 
cens and the Crusades were their main topics. The chrono¬ 
logical confusion and the ignorance of the actual contents of 
the romances strike us today as grotesque, and later Tyr- 
whitt trounced Warburton severely for them.®^ 

But Spain was firmly established in the mind of antiquar¬ 
ians as the home of romance, and Spanish romances were 
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early given a good deal of attention; certainly also the wide 
knowledge of Don Quixote, with its description of his li¬ 
brary, was an added reason for studying them. Percy col¬ 
lected romances referred to in Don Quixote^^ and even Dr. 
Johnson read through Felixmarte of Hircania when he 
stayed with Percy in 1764.®® Richard Farmer had a copy of 
Monday’s translation of Amadis^ and a sheet has been 
found among Thomas Gray’s manuscripts which argues in 
detail that Amadis is of French origin and of a late date, as 
can be shown from its references to Britain.®® The Spanish- 
Eastern theory was, however, defended by William Drake 
in a paper on the origin of the word “Romance” (1774). He 
shows that the term “Romance” originally meant Spanish, 
and propounds a theory, absurd to our minds, that the Sara¬ 
cens themselves translated their fictions into Spanish and 
carried them over the Pyrenees.®* 

But, in the meantime, the discussion had been put on an¬ 
other and wider basis with Hurd’s Letters on Chivalry and 
Romance (1762). There is little in the book that can be de¬ 
scribed as historical; the Letters are a plea for the poetical 
use of Gothic manners and a defence of the composition of 
the FcArie Queene. On the question of origins Hurd more or 
less accepts Warburton, though he suggests a psychological 
explanation for the belief in giants. But he resolutely turns 
attention to the institutions and conventions of chivalry, 
while deploring the misfortune that romance did not find 
early great writers. He sees that romance was closely bound 
up with feudalism and that it declined when feudalism 
decayed. 

Hurd’s knowledge of the Middle Ages seems to come en¬ 
tirely from Sainte Palaye and some reading of Chaucer, while 
Percy was the first to inspect actual English medieval ro¬ 
mances. He early planned their publication, first apparently 
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as part of the Reliques and then as an independent volume. 
A letter to Dalrymple in 1763 suggests such a scheme and 
defends its interest, urging that the “romances are valuable 
as well upon account of their poetical merit, as the curious 
picture they give us of ancient manners. Tho’ full of the 
wild romantic feats of chivalry they frequently display great 
descriptive and inventive powers.” Percy censures the anti¬ 
quarians who have rejected poetical romances because they 
are founded on fictitious subjects, and thinks that Hurd’s 
Letters may perhaps dispose the public to give a favourable 
reception to an anthology of the best of them.®^ In the 
ReliqueSy Percy takes the view that “the old romances of 
chivalry may be derived in a lineal descent from the ancient 
historical songs of the Gothic bards and scalds.” The Ori¬ 
ental hypothesis is rejected because the “romances show no 
knowledge of Oriental manners or literature.” Dragons were 
familiar to the Northern scalds. They may have brought 
them in their original migrations from the north of Asia, or 
might have borrowed them later from the Latin poets rather 
than from the Arabs. 

Percy presumes that the Normans brought the romances 
from the North^to France and hence to England. Though 
Percy recognized that many English romances must be 
translations from the French, he thinks that “the English had 
original pieces of their own.” He repeats the contents of his 
letter to Dalrymple almost verbatim and recommends such a 
publication, as “it would throw new light on the rise and 
progress of English poetry, the history of which can be but 
imperfectly understood, if these are neglected.” He stresses 
their value as a comment on innumerable passages in our 
ancient classic poets, meaning, of course, Spenser and Shake¬ 
speare. Percy, then, gives an abstract of Libius Discomus (or 
Libfteus Desconus)^ one of the worst examples from the 



156 RISE OF ENGLISH LITERARY HISTORY 

Gawain cycle, in order to show that the conduct of the fable 
is as regular as in any of the finest poems of classical an¬ 
tiquity. Unfortunately, the diction and the sentiments seem 
to him inferior, “but this is as might be expected in rude and 
ignorant times and in a barbarous unpolished language.” 
Percy cannot abandon the apologetic tone, the contempt for 
the “exploded” fictions of the Middle Ages, and those Pro¬ 
crustean theories about conformity with classical standards 
of composition which were modelled, of course, on Addi¬ 
son’s Chevy Chase criticism. Percy’s Northern theory, de¬ 
rived from Mallet, and ultimately from Temple and Bar¬ 
tholin, displays the same manner of thinking as Warburton’s, 
the same preconception that there must be only one source 
of origin, the same preoccupation with the fabulous ma¬ 
chinery and the same easy simplification of the ways of 
migration. 

A third theory, the Celtic, has also its beginnings at that 
time, when Evans pleaded with Percy for the Welsh origin of 
the Arthurian romances.®® How rationalist the approach to 
the origin of romance and chivalry long remained, can be 
best illustrated by William Robertson’s famous first chapter 
in his History of the Reign of Charles V (1769). There the 
origin of chivalry is explained naively by the enforced idle¬ 
ness of those who had returned from the Crusades and who 
then, for want of better employment, turned to the rescuing 
of distressed damsels. The refinements of modern gallantry 
and the code of honour are then, reasonably enough, derived 
from this “whimsical institution.” 

Thus even before Warton the main problem of the origin 
of romantic fiction had been recognized; something like the 
idea of a migration of motifs had emerged, and was later to 
lead to what, at the end of the nineteenth century, has been 
called rather inappropriately “comparative literature.” The 



WRITING OF LITERARY HISTORY 157 
attention devoted to “machinery” which was, in fact, noth¬ 
ing more than traditional folk-lore, also became later the 
starting point for the study of popular beliefs and supersti¬ 
tions and thus finally of ethnography in the widest sense of 
the term. 

Even before Warton some attempts at a history of criti¬ 
cism were made, too. There were the muster-calls of names 
in Pope’s Essay ^ which ranges from Aristotle to Vida, Boi- 
leau, and Roscommon. “Critic-learning flourished most in 
France” is the leading thought of this outline. Sir Richard 
Blackmore in his Essay on the Nature and Constitution of 
Epick Poetry (1716) similarly surveys the history of criti¬ 
cism with special stress on Rapin and Bossu. Britain, till 
about forty years ago, had no criticism; only Dryden, Ry- 
mer, his own Preface to Prince Arthur^ Addison’s papers on 
Milton, Pope’s Preface to his translation of the lliady and 
Hughes’s edition of Spenser have increased the understand¬ 
ing of the “Nature and Constitution of Epick Poetry.” 

The only more ambitious attempt at a history of criticism 
was, however, James Harris’s Upon the Rise and Progress of 
Criticism (1752). Harris here formulates the ideal of phil¬ 
ology as “of a most comprehensive character, which should 
include not only all accounts both of criticism and critics, 
but of everything connected with letters, be it speculation 
or historical.” Harris distinguishes several species of criti¬ 
cism, following each other in temporal succession. The first 
was philosophical, stimulated by Greek literature and repre¬ 
sented by Aristotle; the second was historical, the race of 
scholiasts, commentators and explainers of antiquity. These 
two types of ancient criticism were revived, “after a long 
and barbarous period,” at the Renaissance. The philosoph¬ 
ical type is represented by Vida, Scaliger, Rapin, Bouhours, 
Boileau, Bossu, Shaftesbury, Pope and others. The second type 
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includes all the classical philologists and editors, among whom 
he mentions Thomas Stanley and Samuel Clarke as the only 
Englishmen. A new and modem type of criticism is “cor¬ 
rective,” that is textual criticism, represented by the Scali- 
gers, Casaubon, Heinsius, and in England by Bentley, 
Pearce, Markland and others. Harris ridicules the pretensions 
of textual criticism and especially Bentley’s unfortunate 
Paradise Lost. A reprint of this sketch in 1781, the year 
after Harris’ death, contains a new chapter on explanatory 
criticism, devoted to modern writers, and mentions the War- 
tons, Tyrwhitt, Upton, Addison and Mrs. Montagu, besides 
compilers of dictionaries, grammars and translators.®^ 

Harris’s attempt, though little more than a skeleton out¬ 
line, is interesting considering its date, but cannot compen¬ 
sate us for the loss that literary history suffered when Dr. 
Johnson abandoned his own plan of a “History of Criticism, 
as it relates to judging of authors, from Aristotle to the pres¬ 
ent age.” It was to include “an account of the rise and im¬ 
provements of that art: and of the different opinions of 
authors, ancient and modem.” ®® His plan has been carried 
out only very superficially and imperfectly, even today. 

Historical concepts had their best chance of crystallizing 
around a history of poetry. On the whole, however, the old 
scheme of a uniform advance in the smoothness of versifica¬ 
tion towards Dryden and Pope held its sway without ma¬ 
terial change. But metrical history, though it underlay and 
determined this scheme, was never studied seriously at that 
time. A real extension, beyond the commonplace remarks on 
the continuous improvement from Fairfax to Pope, can be 
found only in Percy’s Essay on the Metre of Pierce Plow- 
maris Visions (1765). Percy was the first Englishman to 
demonstrate that alliteration was the principle of Anglo- 
Saxon and Gennanic verse generally. In his correspondence 
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with Evans he defended its Teutonic derivation against the 
Welsliman’s theory of the origin of alliteration with the 
Welsh bards.®* He sees that Langland wrote in a metre 
“which probably never was wholly laid aside,” and traces 
the continuation of alliteration down to the poem on Flod- 
den Field. He knows also of cross-types between alliteration 
and rhyme, and tries to show that the metre of Robert of 
Gloucester was derived from alliterative verse. The metre 
of Piers seems to him related to the French alexandrine 
rather than to blank verse, with which it had been associ¬ 
ated in earlier times.®® 

Among the many books on metre, only William Mitford’s 
Essay upon the Harmony of Language (1774) sketches the 
“origin and progress of English versification.” He accepts 
the results of Percy, tries to show that the extracts from 
Cokaygne in Johnson’s Preface are of substantially the same 
metre as Milton’s L’Allegro and II Penseroso, and quotes the 
metres from Alfred’s Boethius supplying them with accents. 
Chaucer and Gower introduced the heroic pentameter, 
while Surrey freed verse from the “shackles of rhyme.” The 
metaphysical poets are condemned as inharmonious, while 
only Dryden “showed the full harmony of our language.” ®® 

But Gray was apparently the most indefatigable and sys¬ 
tematic student of the history of versification at the time. 
None of his reflections saw the light then, and nothing was 
left actually in a final state. But his notes and commonplace 
books prove that he studied metre historically; he compiled 
a list of some fifty-nine measures, which shows the remark¬ 
able range of his reading. He discusses the metre of Lydgate 
and Chaucer in some detail, criticizing Urry and recogniz¬ 
ing that e was pronounced and that several syllables came 
sometimes on one beat. He tabulates Welsh metres, and first 
borrowed from Crescimbeni the opinion that rhyme orig- 



l6o RISE OF ENGLISH LITERARY HISTORY 

mated in Latin hymns: later he tried to show that it might 
have come rather from Welsh, while Welsh took alliteration 
from the Anglo-Saxons. Once he suggests that “perhaps 
rhyme might begin among the common people, and be ap¬ 
plied only to the meaner species of poetry, adages, songs 
and vulgar histories passing by tradition from one to an¬ 
other,” an early expression of the romantic stress on the 
creativity of the “folk.” But all Gray’s studies remained in 
the form of disconnected notes. Consecutive narration, the 
telling of literary history as a series of events, was the im¬ 
portant achievement of the time, and Gray’s observations 
never reached that stage. 

Such narrations before Warton were extremely rare and 
meagre;®® astonishingly so, if one compares English with 
Continental activity on these lines. In the Muses' Mercury 
(1707) there was an essay Of the Old English Poets and 
Poetry which introduced a reprint of the Nut-Brown Maid, 
in black letter.®® The unknown author—Oldmixon and 
Steele have been suggested speaks first of French litera¬ 
ture, alluding to the Roman de la Rose, enumerates some 
medieval Latin poets and quotes from Robert of Gloucester 
and Langland, whom he supposes to have written in blank 
verse. He mentions two baUads, one of Robin Hood and an¬ 
other of Ralph, Earl of Chester. About seventy years after 
Langland came Chaucer and then Gower. They reformed our 
poetry, while Lydgate represented a further advance; he is 
more polished and regular. Chevy Chase, on which he 
quotes Sidney, is considered to be contemporary with Lyd¬ 
gate, and the Nut-Brown Maid is assigned to the same 
period. Under Henry VIII came the revival: Wyatt, Surrey, 
Henry Lord Morley, and Sir Francis Brian are mentioned. 
Stemhold and Hopkins came under Edward VI, but repre¬ 
sent a relapse. Under Elizabeth followed Spenser, Fairfax, 
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and Waller, and finally came Dry den, “who brought the 
harmony of English poetry to its present perfection.” 
Thus, except for the few remarks on the ballads, this first 
meagre sketch contains little more than a list of names and 
accepts the view of uniform advance towards Dryden. 

The same sort of outline is then repeated in Charles Gil- 
don’s Compleat Art of Poetry (1718). After a few remarks 
on Italian and French literature, Gildon displays some faint 
knowledge of Gildas, digresses on the Proven5al poets, bor¬ 
rowing from Rymer, and then mentions Chaucer, Gower, 
Lydgate, Wyatt, and Surrey as reformers of our metre and 
style. The smoothness of verse was, however, lost and not 
pursued by many great writers afterwards till Mr. Waller 
and Dryden “brought it to its last perfection.” Thus the 
whole Elizabethan age appears as a relapse from the point of 
view of correctness. The same list is repeated in Giles Jacob, 
and even Husbands thinks that “our poets scarce knew any¬ 
thing of the harmony of numbers till the days of Queen 
Elizabeth.” 

The Muses' Library (1737) is an anthology, but the in¬ 
troduction tries to sketch “a sort of Poetical chronicle.” 
The thesis is that^“poetry and politeness grew up together.” 
Langland, the first English poet, discloses, in the rudeness 
of his lines, the “rudeness of the age” he wrote in. After 
Chaucer, war and faction restored ignorance and dullness. 
Then Barclay and Skelton heralded a second dawn: Surrey 
naturalized Italian delicacy, Sackville introduced allegory 
[sic], and at last Spenser and Fairfax rose. The preface an¬ 
nounces a consideration of Elizabethan criticism in the sec¬ 
ond volume, which was never published. Though the book 
is largely an anthology of Elizabethan poetry, Mrs. Cooper 
stresses that there were many writers before Chaucer and 
desires to show “from what low and almost contemptible 
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original that happy genius raised his perfection at once.” 

Another fragmentary attempt at a narrative history of 
English poetry can be found in that curious miscellany The 
Polite Correspondence (1741), apparently written by Dr. 
John Campbell.^®® The fine resolutions of the introduc¬ 
tion, which even recognizes that the usual apologies for the 
barrenness of the times are a cover for idleness, are unfor¬ 
tunately not carried out in the body of the book. Very am¬ 
bitious tasks are allotted to different correspondents, such as 
a “free Epistolary Dissertation on the Progress of Poetry 
from Chaucer to Dryden,” but in practice nothing but mis¬ 
cellaneous remarks on primitive poetry and on Anglo-Saxon 
literature are accumulated. We hear little of poetry after 
the Conquest, which is supposed to be marked by a “greater 
air of libertinism, received from the Danes.” Finally, it is 
quite properly decided that “the History of Poetry is a 
thing not to be written in a hurry,” and, after some remarks 
on Shakespeare as a “very great scholar,” the whole tails 
disappointingly off into translations from Alonzo de Ercilla 
and Quinault.^®* The author, though well informed on 
Anglo-Saxon for his time, has no scheme or plan in mind, 
and the epistolary form encouraged digressions and loose 
ends. 

Just such skeleton schemes for a history of English 
poetry have been preserved from the hand of two of the 
greatest poets of the century: Pope and Gray. Pope’s 
scheme, which was published first in 1769,^®'^ is merely a list 
•of names, divided according to the schools of English 
poetry, a term derived from the current divisions of paint¬ 
ers. The sketch is prefaced by a reference to Rymer’s second 
part, or A Short View of Tragedy, which contains the pas¬ 
sages on Provengal poetry. Pope labels the English poets ac¬ 
cording to their real or supposed foreign master. Thus 



WRITING OF LITERARY HISTORY 163 

Chaucer belongs with Gower to the School of Provence; 
Surrey, Wyatt, Sidney, and Gascoigne to the School of 
Petrarch; and Sackville to the School of Dante. Spenser 
alone combines the school of Ariosto and Petrarch. This cri¬ 
terion of dependence on foreign models is crossed by a 
grouping of poets according to native masters: the schools 
of Chaucer, Spenser and Donne. Waller is then listed (with 
his predecessors) as head of a special group, not specifically 
labelled, obviously as the fountainhead of a new school to 
which Pope assigned himself. 

This scheme as it stands has serious minor faults such as 
anachronism—Walter Mapes is put among the followers of 
Chaucer—and there are obviously merely vague memories of 
such names as Alabaster, who, as a purely Latin poet, seems 
ill at ease among the school of Spenser. The scheme, of 
course, suffers also from the all too simplified criterion of 
dependence either on a foreign or a native master, but it 
roughly points to the main historical divisions, and has the 
great merit of implying a break with the biographical tra¬ 
dition and a new attention to artistic families and schools. 

Thomas Gray’s scheme is known to us from a letter to 
Warton in 1770,^st printed in 1783.^°® Gray’s manuscripts 
show that he had planned and worked on a History of Eng¬ 
lish poetry mainly for the years 1754-1757. He had studied 
the history of metres, penetrated into Welsh, Scandinavian, 
and to a less extent Anglo-Saxon poetry. He had compiled 
a catalogue of English poets from Tanner, Winstanley, and 
others and had written a paper on Lydgate and a smaller 
sketch of Samuel Daniel. The paper on Lydgate shows that 
Gray, if he could have finished his plan, would have given 
us a sober factual manual: biography, contents, comments 
on beauties, remarks on metre, comparisons with the chief 
models, but the dissipation of his energies into history and 
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natural science, not to speak of the whole magnitude of the 
task, must have made him abandon his plan long before he 
had heard of Warton’s. A note prefixed to the Fatal Sisters 
(1768) alludes to the scheme and says that in the in,troduc- 
tion to the history he meant to have “produced some speci¬ 
mens of the style that reigned in ancient times among the 
neighbouring nations, or those who had subdued the greater 
part of this Island or were our progenitors,” an obvious ref¬ 
erence to his lists of Scandinavian, Welsh and Anglo-Saxon 
poems preserved in his notes.^®® When he sent his plan to 
Warton he had given up any thoughts of finishing, and 
probably reconstructed some of his earlier plans for the 
benefit of a friend and friendly rival. 

Gray’s scheme is a great advance on Pope’s. It provides 
for a wide background of primitive poetry, and would have 
thus codified the dichotomy which we have discussed as cen¬ 
tral in all literary conceptions during the century. Gaelic 
(Welsh and possibly Erse) and Gothic (Scandinavian and 
Anglo-Saxon) were to be treated, and there was planned a 
sketch on the origin of rhyme among the Franks (Otfried 
apparently was in Gray’s mind), the Saxons and the Prov- 
engaux. The pet theory about the origin of rhyme among 
the Welsh which had taken up much space has disappeared 
from the letter to Warton, probably because he had either 
abandoned it himself or did not wish to raise controversial 
matters. This dissertation he would have followed up with 
“some account of the Latin rhyming poetry from its early 
origin down to the fifteenth century.” 

Gray groups the English poets according to schools. 
Though he speaks like Pope of the school of Provence, he 
recognizes that it was first “improved” by the Italians, be¬ 
fore Chaucer imitated it, and he speaks of Chaucer as be¬ 
longing implicitly to the first Italian school. The second 
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Italian school is headed by Surrey, culminates in Spenser, 
and ends in Milton. It is inspired by Italian Renaissance 
poetry, though Spenser’s subject matter (but not his man¬ 
ner) is “allegoric and romantic” and thus of “Proven9al in¬ 
vention.” The third Italian school is the metaphysical, 
which he derives apparently from Marino, though he men¬ 
tions no Italian name. Donne is then (impossibly for chron¬ 
ological reasons) considered the head of these new Ital- 
ianate Englishmen who, through Crashaw and Cleveland, 
lead up to Sprat. The fourth school, which has continued 
to Gray’s own time, is the School of France, introduced 
after the Restoration. It begins (again in contradiction with 
chronology) with Waller and culminates in Pope. 

The dividing lines between these schools actually corre¬ 
spond to the decisive turning-points in English poetical his¬ 
tory, but obviously the exclusive derivation of English 
poetry from foreign models is misleading, and there is be¬ 
sides no attempt at linking these four schools into one con¬ 
tinuous tradition. The remark on the contrast between 
Spenser’s matter and manner draws a distinction much 
needed at a time which seemed to consider Spenser as 
“Gothic” in the^ extreme, but as the sketch is only a list of 
headings in a letter, criticism cannot be pressed too far. Be¬ 
sides, when Warton received the letter, he had already de¬ 
termined his own course and method. He alone had the 
perseverance to carry it out, and he determined, for good 
and ill, the future course of English literary history. 



CHAPTER SIX 


Thomas Warton 


The last chapter tried to etch in a background for the 
figure of Thomas Warton, the author of the first great His¬ 
tory of English Poetry. Against it he himself stands out 
more clearly. Warton did not merely inherit the body of 
opinions, materials, and methods described. He had actively 
collaborated in creating that body of scholarship with his 
first publication in literary history, the Observations on the 
Fairie Queene of Spenser (1754). There we find a first 
sketch for his History of English Poetry, and many features 
of the later History can be explained from its close connec¬ 
tion with the earlier book. The Observations belongs to the 
tradition of collectanea, of independently published notes, 
and it actually grew out of marginalia. The British Museum 
owns a copy of Spenser with copious notes in Warton’s 
hand.^ The back of the title-page contains a first classifica¬ 
tion of his notes in the form of a sketch of the future book. 
Here are the main headings of the book: “Old Romances 
imitated—Classical Imitations—Chaucer is imitated—Allego¬ 
ries—Language—Falsification of Ancient Story and Mythol- 
ogy,” etc. The published book has organized these random 
notes, and, disowning the idea of a commentary, attempts 
to “form a series of distinct essays on Spenser and exhibit a 
course of systematical criticism on the Fairie Queened ^ 
More than traces of the collectanea origin have remained; 
the dissertations very frequently disintegrate into mere enu- 
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merations of passages under general headings like anachro¬ 
nisms and mistakes in costume, remarks on Upton’s opinions 
and even a miscellaneous section which includes everything 
Warton could think of. But this scrapbook centre of the 
Observations is reinforced by a discussion of Spenser’s com¬ 
position and his allegory, which gives some historical per¬ 
spective to the whole. 

Warton, in his copy of Spenser, had already sketched his 
criticism of Spenser’s composition. The manuscript notes 
point out “want of continuity and of general dependence.” 
Warton thinks that “every book is too-j ouch a whol e” and 
that Spenser would have done better to make “everjL^opk 
an entirely detached piece without reference to the rest.”l 
Similarly, the Observations express surprise that Spenser I 
should have preferred the irregularities of Gothic romance 
to the propriety and uniformity of the Grecian and Roman 
models. But Warton “scarcely regrets the loss” of plan and^ 
exact arrangement of parts, as the Fairie Queene has graces 
“situated beyond the reach of art.” He believes that “the 
faculties of creative imagination delight us, because they are 
unassisted and unrestrained by those of deliberate judgment. 

. . . Though m the Fairie Queene we are not satisfied as 
critics, we are transported as readers.”® Warton thus ac¬ 
cepts a criticism based on the classical canon of composi¬ 
tion, and at the same time avoids it by pleading for an 
aesthetics of effect, regardless of the reprehensible cause, a 
conception which had already excited the anger of Rymer. 

Only in the second edition of the Observations (1762) 
did Warton, obviously under the influence of Sainte Palaye 
and of Hurd’s Letters^ modify his attitude toward Spenser’s 
composition; he now uses the argument, already put for¬ 
ward by Hughes and the Italian defenders of Ariosto, that 
it is “absurd to think of judging either Ariosto or Spenser 
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by precepts which they did not attend to.” * Today “crit¬ 
ical taste is universally diffused, and we require the same 
order and design which every modern performance is ex¬ 
pected to have, in poems where they never were regarded 
or intended. Spenser, and the same may be said of Ariosto, 
did not live in an age of planning.” Spenser’s poetry is with¬ 
out plan, is “the careless exuberance of a warm imagination 
and a strong sensibility,”® and thus something primitive 
and spontaneous. Warton can be absolved from the contra¬ 
diction or even confusion of mind often brought against 
him.® His attitude shows merely the common eighteenth- 
century dualism of classical propriety versus the flights of 
imagination, the first ideal being acknowledged by reason 
and tradition while the other was admired in the original 
geniuses of die past. 

The second edition of the Observations contains evidence 
that Warton’s interest in old literature had been newly for¬ 
tified by the argument of “relativity.” It shows the increase 
of historical tolerance in the age. In the 1754 edition, there 
was tolerance which was actually nothing new in it¬ 
self. Warton merely echoes his contemporaries, especially 
Lowth’s Lectures, published the year before, when he asks 
us to “look back upon the customs and manners which pre¬ 
vailed in his age,” to “place ourselves in [the poet’s] situ¬ 
ation, and circumstances, that so we may be the better en¬ 
abled to judge and discern how his turn of thinking, and 
manner of composing, were biased, influenced and, as it 
were, tinctured by very familiar objects and reigning ap¬ 
pearances, which are utterly different from those with 
which we are at present surrounded.” The main drift of 
this argument is a defence of Spenser’s use of chivalry, since 
“encounters of chivalry subsisted in our author’s age” and 
“romances were then most eagerly and universally read.” ® 
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Similarly, allegory is shown to have been visible in pag¬ 
eants and fashionable in poetry. In a digression sketching the 
history of English poetry Warton went so far as to assert 
that English poetry “principally consisted in the allegorical 
species.” ® Before Chaucer and Gower there were merely 
chronicles in rhyme, like that of Robert of Gloucester. 
Gower and Chaucer introduced invention, but during the 
fifteenth century there was a relapse into primitive bar¬ 
barism, exemplified by Hardyng’s Chronicle. Stephen Hawes 
is then, rather unexpectedly, extolled as the “restorer of in¬ 
vention,” who “made ample amends for this interval of dark¬ 
ness.” The Mirror for Magistrates and many poems of the 
Scottish Chaucerians are quoted as further examples of al¬ 
legory, which culminated in Spenser and then rapidly de¬ 
clined, excepting only for Fletcher’s Purple Island. 

Warton saw later that this sketch of English poetry exag¬ 
gerated the importance of allegory, and in the second 
edition he changed the sentence about English poetry as 
consisting “principally of the allegorical species” to “visions 
and antiquities.” The praise of Stephen Hawes is also 
toned down, though the general account of the history of 
English poetry, remained the same. He now adds a sketch of 
the later history of English poetry. After the decline of al¬ 
legory came a “species of poetry, whose images were of the 
metaphysical and abstract kind” and then an age of correct¬ 
ness followed, which Warton characterized unfavourably for 
the most part. “Imagination gave way to correctness, sub¬ 
limity of description to delicacy of sentiment, and majestic 
imagery to conceit and epigrams. Poets began now to be 
more attentive to words, than to things and objects. The 
nicer beauties of happy expression were preferred to the 
daring strokes of great conception. Satire, that bane of the 
sublime, was introduced from France. The muses were de- 
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bauched at court, and polite life, and familiar manners, be¬ 
came their only themes.” Here a division of English lit¬ 
erature into three periods is hinted at: a sequence of 
allegorical, metaphysical, and correct satirical poetry. 

While in the first edition Warton had justified Spenser’s 
use of chivalry by the fact of its general vitality at the time, 
the new edition already attempts to stress the uses of chiv¬ 
alry in itself, obviously encouraged by Sainte Palaye’s 
Memoirs. Chivalry, adds Warton, “commonly looked upon 
as a barbarous sport, or extravagant amusement of the dark 
ages,” had “no small influence on the manners, policies, and 
constitutions of ancient times, and served many public and 
important purposes” Now, Warton more boldly justifies 
his own interest in chivalrous romances, “however mon¬ 
strous and unnatural these compositions may appear to this 
age of reason and refinement.” They throw light on social 
history, on the nature of the feudal system, and preserve 
many curious historical facts. They are pictures of ancient 
usages and customs, and represent the manners, genius, and 
character of our ancestors. But further they stimulate im¬ 
agination; “they store the fancy with those sublime and 
alarming images, which true poetry best delights to dis¬ 
play.”^® Here true poetry is identified with imaginative, 
early poetry, but this genuine admiration does not prevent 
Warton from speaking about the “depths of Gothic igno¬ 
rance and barbarity” of the Middle Ages and contrasting its 
“bad taste” with the “new and more legitimate taste” 
established since the Renaissance. We shall see how far con¬ 
ceptions underlying the Observations anticipate those be¬ 
hind the great History, and how far they were modified 
and revised. 

The second edition of the Observations (1762) had al¬ 
ready hinted that the subject of a “retrospect of English 
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poetry” before Spenser, “may, probably, be one day con¬ 
sidered more at large, in a regular history.” Hurd, in a 
letter dated October 10, 1762, speaks of Warton’s “noble 
design of giving a history, in form, of English poetry.” 
Warton, in his answer on October 22, 1762, speaks of hav¬ 
ing been roused by Hurd’s letter to think in earnest of what 
he had hinted at in his Observations, a “formal History of 
English Poetry.” “I have long been laying in materials for 
this work; and with regard to the influence of Chivalry and 
Romance on modern poetry, I may now enlarge with some 
freedom and confidence on this head as you have so nobly 
ventured to speak out. I once had a scheme of publishing a 
new edition of my favourite Chaucer with notes. But the 
researches I made for that design will properly enough fall 
in with my present intentions. The scheme of Chaucer I laid 
aside as too laborious and extensive upon the whole, and as 
attended with too many verbal minutiae.” 

In 1763 Warton learned of Pope’s scheme and saw a copy 
sent to him by Mason. In a letter to Hurd he praises it as 
“certainly a great curiosity, which is, indeed, for so short a 
scheme, very ingenious and rational.”®^ In 1764 he speaks 
of materials collected for the History, and in 1765 he tells 
Percy that “he is writing the History of English Poetry 
which has never yet been done at large, and in form. My ma¬ 
terials are almost ready.”®® But in 1766 he has to inform 
both Hurd and Percy that the History is at present laid 
aside for the publication of his edition of Theocritus, and 
the same tale is repeated in 1768, with the promise to make 
another “excursion into Fairy-land” as soon as he is released 
from the other work.®® Only in July 1769 does Warton 
seem to have been able to “sit down in good earnest to 
■yvrite the fiistory of English Poetry. It will be a large work, 
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but as variety of materials have been long collected, it will 
be soon completed.” 

His plan was now a conspectus from the Conquest to the 
Revolution of 1688. He inquired of Hurd about the scheme 
which he had heard Gray had drawn up, and, at Hurd’s in¬ 
stance, Gray sent his sketch to Warton on April 15, 1770. 
Warton answered Gray on April 20, 1770, saying that he 
had not followed his plan, which was, however, of great 
service to him, and threw much light on many of his periods 
by giving connected views and details. He then states his 
own plan of a general dissertation on Northern poetry, fol¬ 
lowed by a history, beginning at the Conquest, “which I 
wrote chronologically in sections, and continue as matter 
successively offers itself, in a series of regular annals, down 
to and beyond the Restoration.... Though I proceed chron¬ 
ologically, yet I often stand still to give some general 
view, as perhaps a particular species of poetry, etc. and even 
anticipate sometimes for this purpose. These views often 
form one section, yet are interwoven with the tenor of the 
work, without interrupting my historical series.” 

Warton excludes the drama and promises that the first 
volume (which includes Chaucer) will soon be in the press. 
Apparently only one volume, and that an obviously too 
condensed one, was planned to cover all the remaining 
matter. In September 1770 he writes to Percy that his “Opz/r 
Magnum goes on swimmingly. We shall go to press in Oc¬ 
tober.” But in January 1772 he has still to excuse his in¬ 
ability to finish his work, and says again that he “has fairly 
written out the first volume which is now in the press.” 
Only in August 1773 he was “sitting down to complete the 
first volume of the History of English PoetryJ*^ But it was 
1774 when the first volume saw the light. The second vol¬ 
ume followed in 1778, and a third, bringing the story only 
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to the beginning of the Elizabethan age, came out in 1781. 
Only a few sheets, discussing mainly Marston’s and Hall’s 
satires, were found after the death of the author and pub¬ 
lished in 1790. Thus the work remained unfinished, lacking 
even a new discussion of Spenser.^®^ 

What had happened to mar the sanguine hopes of the 
early years? It was not only the general slowness of all 
scholars or an underestimation of the difficulties in his way. 
It was not even preoccupation with other tasks. Rather was 
it that a profound change of plan and method had obtruded 
itself on Warton in the course of his work. Miss Rinaker 
has printed an earlier plan of the History, which, though 
there seems to be no external criterion for its dating, must 
belong to a period some time soon after the publication of 
the second edition of the Observations,^^ It certainly shows 
no knowledge of the rich materials displayed in the first 
published volume. 

In this outline, Warton asserts that the Saxons intro¬ 
duced the poetry of the Druids and that Hickes brought 
to light “many hymns.” He thinks that the old British bards 
are somehow preserved in Robert of Gloucester. Nothing 
else seems to have been known to him before Tiers Plow- 
many which is called “the first allegorical poem in our 
tongue.” Then came Gower and Chaucer, who enriched the 
language, a process continued by Lydgate. Further, al¬ 
legory declined and the “rudeness of Robert of Gloucester” 
was brought back by Hardyng. Stephen Hawes restored in¬ 
vention and “improved our versification to a surprising de¬ 
gree.” The first classical age came under Henry VIII with 
the new turn poetry took in the writings of Surrey and 
Wyatt, “who were the very first to give us a sketch or 
shadow of any polished verse.” An allusion to the “fine 
harvest of poetry under Elizabeth” concludes this surpris- 
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ingly meagre summary, which combines the idea of English 
poetry as a series of allegories leading up to Spenser with 
the old scheme of a uniform progress of refinement in ver¬ 
sification. Apparently it was only in the later sixties that 
Warton amassed new materials from manuscripts, and they 
swamped his original scheme and made him abandon the ear¬ 
lier plan. He now had recourse to the conception of “reg¬ 
ular annals” and rejected expressly Pope’s and Gray’s 
schemes as destroying “that free exertion of research with 
which such a history ought to be executed, and not easily 
reconcilable with that complication, variety, and extent of 
materials, which it ought to comprehend.” 

Thus it happened that Warton’s History became less a 
work of history than, for instance. Gibbon’s or Winckel- 
mann’s books, to mention only two of the great achieve¬ 
ments of eighteenth-century historiography. It was, first of 
all, an accumulation of materials, a bibliography and anthol¬ 
ogy, and only secondarily a history. Warton knew practi¬ 
cally everything that had been achieved by previous schol¬ 
arship. If we would list his sources, we should have to copy 
the full bibliography of our preceding chapters. He refers 
unmistakably to all the biographical dictionaries, from Bale 
to Cibber, the anthologies, editions, critical works, and par¬ 
tial histories we have surveyed above. They are supple¬ 
mented by an independent inspection of hundreds of manu¬ 
scripts and printed books, never before used by any author, 
except the compilers of catalogues. The great Cottonian and 
Oxford catalogues, Wanley’s list in Hickes, the Catalogue 
of the Harleian manuscripts, the Catalogue of Bennet li¬ 
brary and the bibliographies, especially Ames’ Typograph¬ 
ical Antiquities, were the guide-books which made War- 
ton’s search possible and comparatively easy. ^ 

Today it is obvious that Warton was not very well 
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equipped for this side of his great task. He apparently knew 
practically no Anglo-Saxon, and his knowledge of Middle 
English, though empirically large, was far from accurate or 
systematic. He was not a good palaeographer or philologist, 
and the extracts he quoted from manuscripts are marred by 
many misreadings, sometimes due to even less proficient 
amanuenses. His explanatory notes also frequently betray ig¬ 
norance or carelessness, easily avoidable today when dic¬ 
tionaries and commentaries have systematized knowledge to 
an extent unimaginable in Warton’s time. Warton and his 
helpers were unable to read manuscripts freely. When the 
handwriting or the language proved too difficult Warton 
gave up in despair and hurried on to some other easier task. 
It was thus surely not for lack of any sensibility but from 
sheer ignorance of the actual contents that Warton referred 
only briefly and slightingly to the Owl and Nightingale 
or quoted just a few random verses from Cotton Nero 
AX, the MS containing the Fearl (described as a “vision”), 
and Gawain and the Green Knight^ the separate exist¬ 
ence of which escaped Warton’s hurried inspection.®® It 
is easy to speak with Ritson of Warton’s “indolence,” ®^ a 
charge manifestly unjust in view of the thousands of books 
and manuscripts he had actually investigated. One can 
rather speak of a lack of a sense of proportion, or a great 
ability for research wandering far afield and thus losing 
track of the great outlines of his task. 

Though Warton frequently pulls himself back and asserts 
that he has “neither inclination nor intention to write a 
catalogue, or compile a miscellany,” ®® he cannot resist the 
temptation to give long bibliographical lists with full titles 
or to quote pages and pages of extracts that make his books, 
in parts, look like an anthology. Warton thus combines 
practically all the older forms of literary history: the cata- 



176 RISE OF ENGLISH LITERARY HISTORY 

logue, the anthology with explanatory notes, the biography 
(though there is least of this). All these are regularized and 
arranged as a “chronological series,” or “regular annals.” 

In many sections, especially the early ones, the only general¬ 
ization underlying his presentation of materials is the state¬ 
ment that between the years 1200 and 1300 the following 
pieces of English poetry were written. This is as primitive a 
stage of history-writing as any medieval chronicle’s listing 
of the main events under a calendar date without any at¬ 
tempt at selection or correlation. All this, however, is only 
true of parts of Warton’s book. There is more in it. 

We cannot subscribe to Scott’s dictum that Warton “pre¬ 
sented the world with three huge volumes of mingled and 
indigested quotations and remarks, in which the reader, like 
the ancient alchymists in their researches, is sure to meet 
everything but what he is seeking for.” Nor should we, of 
course, accept Ritson’s extreme view that the History is an 
“injudicious farrago, a gallimaufry of things which both do 
and do not belong to the subject, thrown and jumbled to¬ 
gether, without system, arrangement, or perspicuity.”®® 
Though these allegations are justified in part, Warton has 
left not merely “a guide-book,” a “report on the extant 
work,” which would mean the negation of any history, 
but a real, if loosely constructed, history with methods and 
principles and a unified conception, though this is all too 
frequently swamped by the mass of new materials. There is 
some truth in Sir Egerton Brydges’s view of the History; it 
is at the opposite extreme from Ritson’s. Brydges thought 
that “to all the art of composition it joins so much original 
research under the guidance of such exquisite and highly- 
cultivated taste .. . that it at once delights by the charms of 
genius and gratifies endless curiosity by its inexhaustible 
mass of rich materials. No other work occurs to me, in 
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which these two opposite qualities are combined in any 
eminent degree. Here they are united in the very highest 
degree.”^® Though we must doubt the perfection of the 
union, the combination of research with the historical 
method is there. 

Warton constantly makes excursions into neighbouring 
fields, but he had a clear conception of the province of his 
subject. Such a definition in itself means choice and thus 
valuation. His book is called the History of English Poetry 
and is really English^ excluding Latin, Norman and even 
Anglo-Saxon and Scottish, and it is limited to poetry to the 
exclusion of drama and prose. Warton is not, as later histo¬ 
rians were, obsessed with the idea of national character and 
national tradition, which made the linguistic criterion su¬ 
preme and isolated the literatures of Europe till their as¬ 
tonishingly uniform development becomes completely inex¬ 
plicable. But still in Warton the purely English development 
of verse from Robert of Gloucester to Pope is in the centre 
of the picture, though he sketches incidentally some of the 
background of Anglo-Saxon and Old French. The defect of 
his comparative view is rather its excessive broadness and 
sweep, and its limitation, on the other hand, to questions of 
motifs and the derivation of “machinery,” which in practice 
meant folk-mythology. But Anglo-Saxon is excluded on the 
ground that the Conquest represented a “signal change,” 
with the other somewhat contradictory reason that Saxon 
poems are “for the most part little more than religious 
rhapsodies” and thus have little which can be described 
as “pagan” and native. Latin is excluded from the plan, as 
is shown by a reference to a Latin poet who does “not 
properly fall into our series” and Scottish poetry is more 
than once declared to be outside the scope of the work. He 
leaves the history of dramatic poetry “to the examination of 
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those who are professedly making enquiries into the history 
of our stage from its rudest origin.” 

But, in spite of these self-warnings, Warton tells us a 
great deal about the drama, much about prose, somethiing 
about Latin and Norman poetry and even Anglo-Saxon, and 
gives the first fairly adequate history of Scottish poetry, go¬ 
ing far beyond the detached lives of Dempster or Macken¬ 
zie. Moreover, inside the bounds of his History of English 
Poetry Warton recognizes necessary limits for that “free ex¬ 
ertion of research” in the name of which he had rejected 
Pope’s and Gray’s schemes. He frequently apologizes for 
digressions. After enlarging on the popularity of the Alex¬ 
ander romance, he returns to the “main tenour of our argu¬ 
ment.”^* Elsewhere he admits that “various matters sug¬ 
gested by the Prologue of Richcerd Coeur de Lyon, have 
betrayed us into a long digression and interrupted the regu¬ 
larity of our annals.” He tries to justify a long digression 
on the mendicant friars as “no digression,” but as “con¬ 
nected with the general purport of this history.”*® He 
sometimes sees (though unhappily all too rarely) the dis¬ 
tinction between historian and editor, and relegates, for ex¬ 
ample, the discussion of the intended number of the Canter¬ 
bury Tales to an editor of Chaucer, “to whom it properly 
belongs.” *'^ He refuses to quote from a translation of Boe¬ 
thius, not only because it is no original but because it appears 
to “have contributed no degree of improvement to our 
poetry or our phraseology.”*® He once declines to enu¬ 
merate the other writings of Rastell “as unconnected with 
the history of our poetry.” *® Though Warton violated his 
implied rules fairly frequently, he knew diey existed. 

He was also perfectly aware of the distinction between 
the critic and the antiquary, and sometimes realized that a 
principle of selection and evaluation must be used if any- 
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thing like a history is to be the outcome. His criterion is not, 
of course, artistic value as such, but rather representative¬ 
ness; he defends, for instance, his full treatment of the “mob 
of religious rhymers” during the Reformation by pointing 
out that “absurdities as well as excellencies, the weakness 
and the vigour of the human mind, must have their histo¬ 
rian,” ®® or apologizes “that every part of the subject” is not 
“equally splendid and interesting, in a work of this general 
and comprehensive nature, in which the fluctuations of gen¬ 
ius are surveyed, and the dawnings or declensions of taste 
must alike be noticed.”®^ In speaking about the metrical 
versions of the psalms by Stemhold and Hopkins, he even 
draws the distinction between a “monument of our ancient 
literature,” and a monument of “our ancient poetry 
Warton might not have been a very great literary critic, but 
it is simply untrue that his standards were purely those of 
an antiquary or even an historian. In the correspondence 
with Hurd he distinguishes sharply between the critic and 
the antiquary, partly, it is true, in order to humour the vio¬ 
lent prejudice of his correspondent against antiquarianism, 
and partly because of his own consciousness of difference 
from the older type of antiquarianism. “The antiquaries of 
older times,” he says expressly, “overlooked or rejected” the 
romances, “which tliey despised as false and frivolous; and 
employed their industry in reviving obscure fragments of 
uninstructive morality or uninteresting history. But in the 
present age we are beginning to make ample amends: in 
which the curiosity of the antiquarian is connected with 
taste and genius.” In the Observatiom he had already ridi¬ 
culed Heame’s “extreme thirst after ancient things” and his 
liking for black letters.®* In the History he castigates Heame’s 
“conjectures as generally wrong,”®® though he pays trib¬ 
ute to his diligence. Hardyng’s Chronicle is described as 
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“almost beneath criticism, and fit only for the attention of 
the antiquary.” The life of one Bertram Walton, author of 
a satire on nuns, is “calmly resigned to the researches of 
some more laborious and patient antiquary,” while a ref¬ 
erence to a conspiracy in a poem elicits a confession of re¬ 
luctance to explore Holinshed for “this occult piece of his¬ 
tory, which I leave to the curiosity and conjectures of some 
more laborious investigator.” 

How little he himself shared the spirit of organized nine¬ 
teenth-century research and how little he foresaw it, is ob¬ 
vious from such a remark as that on the Prick of Conscience; 
he prophesies, wrongly of course, that he would be “its last 
transcriber.” The most damning proofs of his unscholarly 
spirit are his vague references to books from the library of 
the late Mr. William Collins and the curious forgeries which 
he seems to have committed in his Life of Sir Thomas 
Pope.^ Thus, at least in intention, Warton was not satisfied 
merely to collect materials for a history of poetry, but 
wanted to present them in a scheme of historical and lit¬ 
erary values, based on “fundamental principles.” 

His scheme is still largely the conception of a progress 
from “rudeness to elegance,” the idea of a uniform advance 
from barbarism to refinement. The first page of the Preface 
enlarges on the conscious pride, on the “triumph of superi¬ 
ority” with which we “look back on the savage condition 
of our ancestors,” and throughout the book Warton loves 
to indulge in the current metaphors of light and darkness. 
He seems complacently content with this age of “good 
sense, of politeness and philosophy,” ®2 with the “pure re¬ 
ligion and those improved habits of life and manners which 
we, at present, so happily enjoy.” ®® A long string of quo¬ 
tations could be adduced repeating endlessly the tag about 
the “barbarous ages,” ®® the “ages of ignorance and supersti- 
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tion,” ®® the “great picture of human follies which the un¬ 
polished ages of Europe hold up to our view.” 

Obviously Warton had no sympathy for many of the 
most distinguished social and intellectual features of the 
Middle Ages. Catholicism is to him a mere “superstition,” 
“fooleries calculated only for Christians in a condition of 
barbarism.” ®® He refers to the “barbarisms of the Catholic 
worship,”®® to the “specious and mechanical devotion of 
the times,” ™ to “false religion” and “monastic igno¬ 
rance,” and modifies only slightly the opinion that monas¬ 
teries were “nurseries of illiterate indolence.”^® He shares 
the then current contempt for medieval philosophy, called 
“sophistry,” ^® “scholastic cloud,” or “pedantries of the 
old barbarous philosophy,” '^® and the thought of Thomas 
Aquinas is labelled “futile.” ^® Warton’s sympathy for chiv¬ 
alry as a social institution can be much overemphasized. He 
refers to tourneys as a “strange mixture of foppery and 
ferocity” or to the “exaggerated ideas of gallantry” 
current at the time. He sees in the whole system of ceremo¬ 
nies in the most refined courts of Europe of the fifteenth 
century a “mixmre of barbarism, which rendered them ri¬ 
diculous. . . . TIjeir luxury was inelegant, their pleasures 
indelicate, their pomp cumbersome and unwieldy.”''® 

This condemnation of the medieval social scene is, after 
all, comprehensible in a High Churchman proud of his ra¬ 
tionality and politeness, his pacific manners, his bourgeois 
morality, and his preoccupation with the affairs of this 
world. But Warton’s belief in progress extends far and wide 
into the field of literature. He professes to “pursue the prog¬ 
ress of our national poetry, from a rude origin and obscure 
beginnings, to its perfection in a polished age.”®® In the 
early stages this appears as the conception of linguistic prog¬ 
ress. Thus, as early as the thirteenth century, English was, in 
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his view, “losing much of its ancient barbarism and obscu¬ 
rity,” meaning presumably obscurity to Warton and other 
modem readers. Robert de Branne is described as having 
“contributed to form a style, to teach expression, and to 
polirii his native tongue.” *** Chaucer, of course, appears as 
the great reformer who “polished the asperity, and enriched 
the sterility of native versification” *® and “struggled with 
a barbarous language, and a national want of taste.” 

But Warton also accepts the classicist idea of an advance 
of English versification towards the ideal regularity of Dry- 
den and Pope. The alliterative metre in Langland appears to 
him not only a “singular, capricious affectation,” but also 
a clear retrogression. Warton, curiously overestimating, like 
most of his contemporaries, the possibility of deliberate 
choice, censures Langland gravely for “preferring and 
adopting the style of the Anglo-Saxon poets,” “instead of 
availing himself of the rising and rapid improvements of the 
English language.” ®* Chaucer is praised for his “harmony 
and perspicuity of versification,” ®^ and a couplet of Lyd¬ 
gate is singled out as indicating “dawnings of that poetical 
colouring of expression, and of that facility of versification, 
which mark the poetry of the present times.” ®® In other 
verses by Lydgate “much harmony, strength, and dig¬ 
nity” ®® are found, presumably because of the regularity of 
the caesuras. Surrey is praised as the “first English classical 
poet,” as “unquestionably the first polite writer of love- 
verses in our language,” and his “correctness of style, just¬ 
ness of thought, and purity of expression” are extolled in 
contrast to Wyatt. Though Wyatt co-operates with Surrey 
in having “corrected the roughness of our poetic style,” 
Warton considers him inferior to Surrey in “harmony of 
numbers, perspicuity of expression, and facility of jrfurase- 
ology.” His style is “not intelligible,” his versification even 



THOMAS WARTON 183 

“negligent,” though he was the first “polished English sat¬ 
irist.” “ 

Many of these judgments would be indorsed by modem 
scholarship. But through all of them shines the eighteenth- 
century standard of correctness. It becomes quite explicit 
when Warton praises a poem by Surrey for having “almost 
the ease and gallantry of Waller.” ** Similarily the “smooth¬ 
ness and facility of manner” of Lord Vaux’s poems are con¬ 
trasted with the rudeness of Skelton.®* Nicholas Grimald’s 
blank verse poems are praised for “approaching the legiti¬ 
mate structure of the improved blank verse,” though they 
are “not entirely free from those dissonancies and asperities, 
which still adhered to the general character and state of our 
diction.” Grimald is besides praised for his “chaste expres¬ 
sion” and for couplets having “all the smartness which 
marks the modem style of sententious poetry, and would 
have done honour to Pope’s Ethic Epistles.'^ ®^ Hall’s satires 
are extolled for their “classical precision” and their “equally 
energetic and elegant” versification, in which “the fabric of 
the couplets approaches to the modern standard.” ®® 

This conception of progress in literature is by no means 
confined to questions of language and versification. Warton 
shares to the full the classicist dislike of extravagant meta¬ 
phors, similes, and conceits. He agrees that they are definite 
defects in Shakespeare and he rebukes Marlowe for “indul¬ 
gence of the florid style and accumulation of conceits” and 
“bombast.”®* Warton is also constantly on the watch for 
violations of classical ideas of composition and decoram. 
The Edda is coolly called an “extravagant tissue of unmean¬ 
ing allegory, false philosophy, and false theology”;®'' me¬ 
dieval chronicles are censured for their lack of “connection 
of parts, and uniformity of subject.”®* Mysteries come in 
for criticism for “lack of decoram” and “monstrous and un- 
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natural mixtures.”*® The “absurdities”^®* of romances are 
frequently pointed out, and he never passes by a mixture of 
Christian and heathen mythology that had offended him al¬ 
ready in Spenser. In speaking of a panegyric to the Virgin 
Mary which compares her with Helen, Lucretia and Dido, 
he apologizes that “the common sense of mankind had not 
yet attained a just estimate of things.” ^®^ The grotesque is 
censured as an “attribute of early poetry of all nations, be¬ 
fore ideas of selection have taken place.” ^®* Warton also 
frequently admits that “our old English poets abound in un¬ 
natural conceptions, strange imaginations, and even the most 
ridiculous absurdities.” These are frequently contrasted 
with modem compositions, written when “ideas of discrimi¬ 
nation have taken place; when even common writers have 
begun to conceive, on most subjects, with precision and pro¬ 
priety.” 

How little he was able to rise above the preconceptions of 
his times is most obvious from his pronouncements on 
Dante. He speaks of “grossest improprieties and absurdities,” 
of Dante’s “want of art and method,” of his “childish and 
ludicrous excesses” and even “disgusting fooleries.” A refer¬ 
ence to Paolo and Francesca as “these distinguished victims 
of an unfortunate attachment” betrays his superior, ironical 
attitude.^®^ Other statements show his whole-hearted ac¬ 
ceptance of traditional humanistic standards. Petrarch was 
“too cultivated to relish the Roman de la Rose*’; ^®® he in¬ 
troduced a “more rational method of composition” ^®® in 
comparison with the “barbarous beauties of the Provenjal 
troubadours”; he contributed to the attempt to “reclaim, 
at least for a time, the public taste, from love of Gothic 
manners and romantic imagery.” ^®® Warton refers to “the 
graces of genuine poetry and eloquence”^®* in classical 
authors, “the real models of style,” ^^® and regrets that dur- 
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ing the Renaissance Englishmen did not “attend to their 
regularity of design and justness of sentiment.” Charac¬ 

terizing Elizabethan poetry in general, Warton emphasizes 
the lack of attention paid to the “canons of composition,” to 
“niceties,” “correctness,” “selection and discrimination.” 
Genius was then not awed “by the consciousness of a future 
and final arraignment at the tribunal of taste.” 

This list could be extended but is long enough to show 
that there was no insincerity or later conversion in War- 
ton’s Verses on Sir Joshua's Fainted Window at New Col¬ 
lege, written in the year after publication of the third vol¬ 
ume of the History (1782). It merely reasserts the principles 
implied in the History, though Warton, confronted with the 
singularly commonplace design of his friend, chose to make 
a recantation of his never whole-hearted Gothic taste. He 
sings of being brought “back to truth again,” 

“To truth, by no peculiar taste confined. 

Whose universal pattern strikes mankind; 

To truth, whose bold and unresisted aim 
Checks frail caprice, and fashion’s fickle claim.” 

Here Warton clearly thinks of the distinction made by 
Addison in his discusdon of Chevy Chase between the 
“Gothic manner of writing,” a “wrong artificial taste,” 
and the “true taste” which “pleases all kinds of palates,” an 
idea which comes apparently from Muratori.^^® 

Taste for Gothic literature, architecture and painted glass 
appeared, like a taste for Chinoiserie, as a peculiar, special, 
capricious taste, a fashion, it was assumed, that would pass, 
while classical taste was certain of a universal appeal and 
would always return. Usually no sharp contradiction was 
felt between an acceptance of the eternal standards and a 
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genuine interest and pleasure in the curious and wild, 
strange and imaginative. But Warton’s interest in the Gothic 
goes, actually, beyond mere curiosity, or dilettantism, or 
even the indulgence of his antiquarian taste. He had some 
deeper ^mpathy and understanding, though he is prone to 
press medieval poems into a classicist pattern just as Addi¬ 
son did Chevy Chase, or Percy Libius Discomus. Warton 
quotes Sir Degore as an instance of “coincidence of events, 
and a uniformity of design,” and endorses Percy’s similar 
analysis.^^® 

But elsewhere he begins to waver in his principles in 
favour of a new standard. Speaking of the Knight's Tale, he 
recognizes that “we are hardly disgusted with the mixture 
of manners, the confusion of times, and the like violations 
of propriety, which this poem, in common with all others of 
its age, presents in almost every page.”^^^ He sees the 
“great strokes of Gothic imagination yet bordering often 
on the most ideal and capricious extravagance” in Chaucer’s 
House of Fame. He recognizes that “extravagancies are 
essential to a poem of such structure, and even constitute its 
beauties,” and censures Pope’s imitation for “marring the 
character of the poem.” He feels the self-contained char¬ 
acter of the style and protests against its confusion or com¬ 
bination with the modern. “An attempt to unite order and 
exactness of imagery with a subject formed on principles so 
professedly romantic and anomalous, is like giving Corinthian 
pillars to a Gothic palace. When I read Pope’s elegant imita- 
. tion of this piece, I think I am walking among the modem 
monuments unsuitably placed in Westminster Abbey.” 

He also censures Prior’s imitation of the Nut-Broion Mdd 
as “misconceiving and essentially marring his poet’s de¬ 
sign.” 

Warton’s considerable sense of style and character and 
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his real, instinctive knowledge of the medieval genius come 
out most favourably in his able analysis of Chatterton. He 
does not detect many philological mistakes (he passes over 
the simple evidence available without noticing it), nor is he 
able to detect many historical anachronisms. But he pro¬ 
ceeds to show the “air of modem poetry” in Chatterton, the 
“modem craft of thought,” the “complexion of sentiments” 
and the “stracture of composition.” It is unfortunate that 
Warton did not more freely exercise his sense of style in 
dealing with Ossian, though he was alert enough to com¬ 
plain that the “gentler set of manners” in these poems “dis¬ 
arranges all our established ideas concerning the savage 
stages of society,” and that the absence of religion is a “per¬ 
plexing and extraordinary circumstance.” 

Walton’s genuine feeling for medieval style was com¬ 
bined with a real liking for medieval poetry, which, though 
mingled with depreciation, cannot be denied to him. His 
love for Chaucer is deep, and he appreciates much in the 
Scottish Chaucerians, something in the romances and even 
in Stephen Hawes. He loves Froissart and, in spite of the 
many condescending remarks, he sees greamess in Dante. 
Much he did not know, or did not know properly, and his 
choice of medieval literature seems a little narrow today, 
limited as it is largely to picturesque allegory. His sympathy 
fails before Nordic poetry, “monkish rhymes,” and mystical 
and speculative writings, and he shares with his time a vio¬ 
lent condemnation of “that barbarous species of theatrical 
representation called mysteries.” 

In Warton a recognition of classical standards and a 
(tempered) appreciation of Gothic picturesqueness or sub¬ 
limity went hand in hand. We should not, as is frequently 
done, judge this state of mind simply as an intermediate 
transitional phase, a mere preparation for full-fledged ro- 
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mandcism. Nor should we minimize either of these two 
elements. Undoubtedly, if we look at Warton’s book purely 
from a nineteenth-century perspective, it appears as a pio¬ 
neer of romantic taste, and that a hesitating and lukewarm 
one. But in Warton’s time, his view was a coherent concep¬ 
tion, whose propounders had no feeling of contradiction. It 
was simply the result of the theory of the two sorts of 
poetry which has been described at length in a preceding 
chapter. This idea of a contrast between early imaginative 
and modern refined poetry was accepted by Warton, and, 
like many of his contemporaries, he also saw that the course 
of history that led to the modem type was not altogether 
happy from the point of view of absolute poetry. 

Though Warton can scarcely be described as a primitiv- 
ist, as the preceding quotations must have shown, he ac¬ 
cepts, in the main, the picture of primitive man as a more 
imaginative and therefore more poetical being. He protests 
against the notion of a uniform “savage” state,^“ but he 
adopts, in practice, the naturalistic generalizations of his 
time. Warmth of fancy is with him a characteristic of all 
primitive nations, and warmth of fancy leads to figurative 
speech, partly, he thought with Warburton, because the 
limited vocabulary of primitive people “obliges them fre¬ 
quently to substitute similitudes and circumlocutions,” 
and partly because figurative speech and imaginative con¬ 
ceptions in European literature spread from the Orient to 
the West. Warton thus rejects Blair’s view that figurative 
language and imaginative poetry are the product of a state 
of society, and accepts the view that imaginative poetry, 
and especially folk-mythology, could have arisen only in one 
single place: the East. Romantic fictions must have been im¬ 
ported into Europe by a “people whose modes of thinking, 
and habits of invention, are not natural to that country,” as 
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the Western climate gives birth only to “cold and barren 
conceptions.” 

This curious assumption of a single point of radiation for 
all folk-mythology and romantic motifs is still far away 
from the later extravagant belief in die creative power of 
the “folk,” and is essentially a rationalist dogma, closely con¬ 
nected with the belief in universal classical, rational taste as 
opposed to the mere capricious, and therefore local. Oriental 
or Gothic taste. On this assumption Warton builds his 
theory of the origin of romantic fiction. The Arabs in Spain 
handed romance to Brittany and hence to Wales, whence it 
penetrated through Geoffrey of Monmouth to England. 
The Crusades then reinforced the taste for romance, as “ori¬ 
ental expeditions established a taste for hyperbolical descrip¬ 
tion, and propagated an infinity of marvellous tales.” 
Thus a “new cast of fiction” was acquired from the Cru¬ 
sades.^®* 

Warton, however, tries to reconcile this Arabian theory, 
substantially derived from Warburton, whom he expressly 
praises for it,^®* with the Nordic theory as he had met it in 
Mallet and Percy. The supposedly “oriental,” “extravagant,” 
“imaginative” c%st of Nordic imagination is accounted for 
again by the Eastern or “Georgian” origin of the Goths. 
The theory of the migration of Odin, conceived as a his¬ 
torical personage, from “that part of Asia which is con¬ 
nected with Phrygia” was already familiar to seventeenth- 
century Danish antiquarians like Bartholin, and lent itself to 
exploitation by the theory of die Asiatic origin of all ro¬ 
mantic fictions. Environment, climate, or rather the impres¬ 
sions of a new landscape on the minds of the poets—ideas 
familiar since Lowth and Wood—account easily enough for 
the “darker shade and more savage complexion” of the “fic¬ 
tions and superstitions of the North.” “The formidable ol>- 
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jects of nature to which they became familiarized in those 
northern solitudes, the piny precipices, the frozen moun¬ 
tains, and the gloomy forests, acted on their imaginations, 
and gave a tincture of horror to their imagery.” 

As in Hurd, so in Warton, there is an easy transition from 
this early Germanic civilization to feudalism. Warton char¬ 
acterizes feudalism essentially in terms of primitivism, and 
derives its main features from the more primitive, pre- 
Christian society. He sees the germs of chivalry and of gal¬ 
lantry to women in the old Teutonic conceptions of fealty 
to a lord and respect for women. Like Percy and others he 
derives die minstrels straight from the scalds and Gothic 
romance from Arabian fable, fostered by existing supersti¬ 
tions of “dragons, dwarfs, fairies, giants and enchanters” 
planted by the Gothic “scalders.” 

Warton did not see the difficulties of describing these sup¬ 
posed processes in detail and proving a theory arrived at 
either purely on speculative grounds or on the most meagre 
evidence. His only concrete attempt is the discussion of 
Chaucer’s Squire's Tale, which is described as “Arabian fic¬ 
tion engrafted on Gothic chivalry.” The horse of brass, 
the glass mirror, the naked sword and the ring that taught 
the language of birds are all considered Arabian ideas, with 
some parade of parallels from Oriental sources. But other¬ 
wise Warton makes only such sweeping statements as that 
“dragons are a sure mark of Orientalism,” that Geoffrey 
of Monmouth’s Chronicle consists “entirely of Arabian in- 
. ventions,” that the Edda shows “strokes of oriental imagina¬ 
tion,” that the fanciful turns in the saints’ legends are all 
from die East,®*® and even that Charlemagne “propagated” 
Arabian literature.®®^ The remark on the dragons shows how 
far all diese theories were built on vicious circles. It was sim¬ 
ply assumed that dragons were of Oriental origin, and then 
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any piece of writing in which dragons appeared was trium- 
[rfiantly flourished as a proof of the Oriental hypothesis. Not 
that there is no such problem as the influx of Oriental motifs 
during the Middle Ages; but Warton and his contempo¬ 
raries made its solution impossible by the very extent of the 
questions they raised and by their inability to distinguish 
between universal elements in folk-mythology and more 
specifically, localized literary motifs. He did not see the 
contradiction in his own theory when elsewhere he asserted 
that the “genius of romance and popery was the same”; 
nor was he apparently exercised about reconciling his taste 
for romance with the loathing he professed for Catholic 
“superstition.” 

Warton, on some points, approaches the primitivist view 
surprisingly. Speaking even of the time of Gower, he calls 
the minstrels “totally uneducated” and thinks that they 
“poured forth spontaneous rhymes in obedience to the 
workings of nature.” However, “they often exhibit more 
genuine strokes of passion and imagination than the pro¬ 
fessed poets” like the learned Gower.^*® Thus learning and 
education is seen in conflict with poetic creativeness, and the 
way is prepared for the adoption of the primitivist view that 
simple manners foster poetry. Warton accepts and repeats 
Hurd’s main thesis that “the manners of romance are better 
calculated to serve the purposes of pvure poetry, than the fic¬ 
tions of classical antiquity.” As knowledge and learning 
increase, poetry begins to deal less in imagination, and 
“these fantastic beings give way to real manners and living 
characters.” 

The advance towards reason and inquiry, towards me¬ 
thodical composition, towards imitation of real life, judg¬ 
ment and rules of criticism, is seen, in spite of many contra¬ 
dictory assertions, as not entirely beneficial to the ultimate 
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purposes of poetry. “The customs, institutions, traditions 
and religion of the Middle Ages, were favourable to po¬ 
etry,” and “ignorance and superstition, so opposite to the 
real interests of human society, are the parents of imagina¬ 
tion.” Other passages elaborate this view, which presumes 
that, after all, pure poetry, true poetry may be found in the 
romantic imaginings of the “Gothic taste.” Warton says in 
possibly the most often quoted passage of his book, “The 
lover of poetry will ask, what have we gained by this revo¬ 
lution? It may be answered, much good sense, good taste, 
and good criticism. But, in the mean time, we have lost a set 
of manners, and a system of machinery more suitable to the 
purposes of poetry, than those which have been adopted in 
their place. We have parted with extravagancies that are 
above propriety, with incredibilities that are more accept¬ 
able than truth, and with fictions that are more valuable than 
reality.” In isolation this passage sounds very “romantic,” 
especially the last words, which seem to prefer fiction to 
reality, but in the light of all the evidence here presented, 
one feels that Warton did not quite mean as much as his 
words seem to imply. He certainly did not want to assert 
that fictions are more valuable than reality; merely that cer¬ 
tain fictions are more valuable for the uses of poetry. But the 
passage clearly reveals a regret for the progress of poetry 
(seen elsewhere as a real progress) towards the second, more 
rational and more civilized type. He regrets the fact that 
chivalry (a set of manners) and folk-mythology (a system 
of machinery) cannot any more be used by poets, these fic¬ 
tions no longer carrying conviction with the modem reader. 

This curious double point of view—acknowledgment of 
the progress of modern civilization and even of modem 
taste, and yet regret for the “world of fine fabling” had 
an interesting, logical consequence. The period of English 
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literature which combined the advantages of both early and 
later poetry must have seemed to Warton the natural sum¬ 
mit and the real ideal. He therefore adopts the view pro¬ 
pounded by Hurd in the Dialogue of the Age of Elizabeth 
that the Elizabethan age was the golden age, the most “po¬ 
etical” age, because it combined imagination and reason. 
There was then still alive, he argues, a “degree of supersti¬ 
tion sujSicient for the purposes of poetry, and the adoption 
of the machineries of romance.” Then, “the reformation 
had not yet destroyed every delusion, nor disenchanted all 
the strongholds of superstition,” and “Reason suffered a few 
demons still to linger, which she chose to retain in her serv^ 
ice under the guidance of poetry.” Also, “the national 
credulity, chastened by reason, had produced a sort of civi¬ 
lized superstition, and left a set of traditions, fanciful enough 
for poetical decorations, and yet not too violent and chi¬ 
merical for common sense.” Criticism did not yet restrain 
imagination, satire did not yet exercise its pull on the flight 
of fancy, science had not yet blighted illusions. The period 
was “propitious to the operations of original and true po¬ 
etry, when the coyness of fancy was not always proof 
against the approaches of reason, when genius was rather 
directed than governed by judgment, and when taste and 
learning had so far only disciplined imagination, as to suffer 
excesses to pass without censure or control for the sake of 
the beauties to which they were allied.” Hence the 
witches and fairies in Shakespeare and the chivalrous “set of 
manners” in Spenser found their new justification. 

Ultimately, a conception of the development of English 
poetry in three stages emerges: a primitive, imaginative 
stage; a condition of synthesis between imagination and rea¬ 
son, realized by the Elizabethans; and a period of judgment 
and correctness which seemed final to Warton and ideal 
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from the point of view of the social advance of humanity, 
even though it might spell death to imagination and poetry. 
Warton shares in the feeling of epigonism, of Alexandrian- 
ism, which unfortunately blighted so much literary history 
in later periods and made it frequently the ally of the most 
deadening, old-fashioned and conventional taste in opposi¬ 
tion to any new literary movement. To a certain extent 
Warton anticipates Hegel’s belief that the owl of Minerva 
flies in the dusk of a creative civilization, or—in agreement 
with his own metaphors—tihat the bright daylight of reason 
has dispelled the foul mists of superstition together with the 
golden haze of imagination. 

But this view, developed here from Warton’s casual pro¬ 
nouncements, lost, in actuality, much of its asperity, since 
the high valuation of old imaginative poetry worked as a 
leaven in a new poetical movement. Contrary to the rigid 
scheme which implies a belief in the further decline of 
imagination as a result of the further growth of reason, 
Warton and many of his contemporaries hoped to reverse 
the process, just as John Brown wanted to reunite poetry and 
music in the teeth of his theory. The Miltonic revival, in 
which Warton himself took part and which he was to de¬ 
scribe in the Preface to his edition of Milton’s minor poems 
(1785) as a “visible revolution,” was such an attempt to re¬ 
introduce “fiction and fancy, picturesque description, and 
romantic imagery,” without sacrificing “selection and dis¬ 
crimination, . . . address and judgment,” which seemed to 
■ him the gains of modem poetry.^®® 

Warton’s conception of development is, fundamentally, 
a psychological one. It is based on the assumption that the 
growth of reasoning power dries up the sources of imagina¬ 
tion, and, of course, on the fundamental assumption or ob¬ 
servation that poetry (genuine poetry) is a product of die 
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emotional forces of man. Thus a philosophy of history is 
implied rather than a strictly literary conception of the de¬ 
velopment of the art of literature. Concerning an evolution 
of genres, Warton is sceptical or indifferent and certainly 
behind the ideas of several of his contemporaries. Once he 
accepts the view of internal development in admitting (with 
Dr. Johnson and in the same context) that language changes 
“from reasons we cannot explain.” Several times he refers 
to the “necessary connection between literary composition 
and the arts of design,” an idea which would seem to 
imply either a synchronous development of different cul¬ 
tural activities or the all-pervading influence of a “spirit of 
the age.” But Warton seems once to ascribe the rise of Ren¬ 
aissance arts simply to the influence of the Classics in litera¬ 
ture, and elsewhere is content with an allusion to the mytho¬ 
logical tradition that the “three Graces were produced at a 
birth.” 

A pronouncement like “the English and French stages 
mutually throw light on each other’s history” seems also 
to presuppose some conception of necessary evolution, but 
actually Warton’s account of the development of the Eng¬ 
lish drama is far piore loosely conceived than Percy’s. War- 
ton merely suggests that pageants “dictated ideas of a regular 
drama, much sooner than the mysteries” and that hence “a 
quick and easy transition to the representations of real life 
and rational action” was possible. But in his account of 
the probable causes of the rise of mysteries he adopted (ap¬ 
parently from Tilliot’s Histoire de la Fete des Foux) a prag¬ 
matist explanation, ascribing all steps in the process to con¬ 
scious “changes of plan” on the part of the clergy who had 
“determined to take these (popular) recreations into their 
own hands.” *®* With a similar unhistorical simplification he 
ascribes Calvin’s supposed invention of psalmody to his con- 
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scious reflection that the “manufacturers of Germany were 
no judges of pictures,” while his congregation “would be 
kept in good humour” by singing psalms.^®^ The idea of the 
medieval clergy, after consultations, deciding to “turn ac¬ 
tors,” or of Calvin sitting down and planning the service, 
points to a rationalist conception of history similar to Vol¬ 
taire’s or Hume’s, and obviously, by its extreme individual¬ 
ism, this excluded any evolutionary approach. 

The idea of a progress of versification towards the ideal 
of Pope was old and narrow, but it was inherently literary. 
That of the three stages of poetry progressing from imagi¬ 
nation to reason was psychological, with social implications. 
But both these conceptions were frequently overshadowed 
in Warton by a third: his belief that literature is merely a 
series of documents for the illustration of social history. The 
imagination-to-reason conception was a genuinely ideological 
conception of the evolution of society. But all too fre¬ 
quently Warton saw literature not as answering to this 
development towards reason or towards the present-day 
bourgeois society, but merely as a collection of loci illus¬ 
trating isolated curiosities of ancient manners. Warton him¬ 
self stresses the uses of literature for the illustration of an¬ 
cient costumes and customs. Literature, he tells us, has the 
“peculiar merit of faithfully recording the features of the 
times, and of preserving the most picturesque and expressive 
representation of manners.” He stresses that the “manners 
and poetry of a country are so nearly connected that they 
mutually throw light on each other.” He pleads that the 
researches of the antiquary “tend to display the progress of 
human manners, and to illustrate the history of society.” 

In discussing individual poems he repeats over and over 
again that they present “pictures of ancient manners,” 
“founded on truth and reality”; and actually “painted from 
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the life.” King Horn, Robert de Brunne, the romances in 
general, the Canterbury Tales, etc.,^“ all serve that purpose. 
He shows frequently how contemporary conditions, espe¬ 
cially chivalry and the Catholic religion, are mirrored in 
literature, or more precisely are simply described or men¬ 
tioned there, but he very rarely attempts to show concretely 
how society influences the course of English literature. He 
barely refers to the “national distractions” of the fifteenth 
century as “obstructing the exercise of those studies which 
delight in peace and repose.” Only the restoration of 
Popery under Mary is described as “highly pernicious to the 
growth of polite erudition,” though he has to modify this 
statement by alluding to the foundation of his own college. 
Trinity, at that very time. Early Elizabethan puritanism, too, 
is judged to have “retarded for some time the progress of 
ingenuous and useful knowledge.” 

On the whole, Warton thinks that “all changes of rooted 
establishments, especially of a national religion, are attended 
with shocks and convulsions, unpropitious to the repose of 
science and study.” ^®® Among the causes of the Renaissance 
he lists the “felicities of long peace and public prosper¬ 
ity,” ^®* but these very rare and general references to the 
blessing of a stable society are outweighed by other passages 
asserting the independence of genius from society. “True 
genius,” he says, “defies and neglects those events which de¬ 
stroy the peace of mankind, and often exerts its operations 
amidst the most violent commotions of a state.” ^®^ As ex¬ 
amples he quotes the early Italian writers living during the 
troubles of the Guelphs and Ghibellines, the age of Pericles 
as contemporary with the Peloponnesian war, the proscrip¬ 
tions of Augustus, “which did not prevent the progress of 
the Roman literature,” and finally even the Marian per- 
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secutions, during which the Mirror for Magistrates was 
planned. 

Thus social influences on literature are nowhere clearly 
analyzed. Warton’s account amounts usually to nothing 
more than an assertion that religious liberty and the reflne- 
ments of polite manners were favourable to literature. He 
frequently uses the conception of a dominant “age” merely 
in order to apologize for the lack of decorum in older litera¬ 
ture. The manners in King Horn are “gross” and “absurd,” 
but the “poet was only concerned with the justness and 
faithfulness of representation.” Chaucer selected the story 
of the Miller's Tale “in compliance with the prevailing man¬ 
ners of an unpolished age,” and his “obscenity is in great 
measure to be imputed to his age.” The indelicate expres¬ 
sions in Dame Berners’ treatises on hunting are also ascribed 
to the “barbarism of the times.” This pressure of the 
“age” is a frequent concept in Warton. Thus John Hey- 
wood’s comedies are defended for their “low incidents and 
ribaldry,” as “perfection must not be expected before its 
time”; and Latimer’s sermons seem “barbarous beyond 
their age, in style, manner and argument.” 

More concrete is Warton’s theory that satire, irony, and 
especially burlesque is possible only in a reflned and self- 
conscious society. “Satire is the poetry of a nation highly 
polished,” he declares, remembering Pope and forgetting 
the (otherwise) admired Langland. The “comic air of po¬ 
etry” is due to “female society,” which in earlier times 
. could not have been influential. Heywood’s Spider and the 
Fly appeared in an age “not yet sufficiently refined, either to 
relish or to produce, burlesque poetry.” Such arguments 
are plausible only if we define these genres so narrowly as 
to make them conform only with later-day productions. 
Sometimes Warton hints at the idea of a harmony between 



THOMAS WARTON 199 

an author and his age, when he alludes to Lord Berners’ 
translations, “which co-operated with the romantic genius 
and the gallantry of the age” or, in contrast, complains 
that poets like Andrew Borde “do not bear any mark of the 
character of the poetry which distinguishes this period.” 
But, otherwise, Warton still makes very scanty use of con¬ 
cepts adopted from political historiography, such as the 
Gothic times, the Reformation, and the Elizabethan age. 
Only at the beginning of his discussion of Elizabethan litera¬ 
ture does he attempt a general characterization on the lines 
of the synthesis of imagination and reason described above. 

Much more frequently Warton becomes simply descrip¬ 
tive and uses his materials as illustrations of “manners and 
customs, modes of life, and favourite amusements.” Pic¬ 
turesqueness is the bane of antiquarianism, and literary hisi- 
tory, even in Warton, sometimes sinks to a mere inventory 
of pieces found in any museum of armour or costumes. How 
literally he sometimes interpreted this illustrative function is 
obvious from a remark disparaging the importance of alle¬ 
gory, because it “necessarily fails in that chief source of 
entertainment which we seek in ancient poetry, the repre¬ 
sentation of ancient manners.” There was much in this 
attitude that anticipated the future romantic interest in the 
mere trappings of medieval manners, and Warton exercised 
an influence on this point which was not altogether favour¬ 
able to the future course of English literary history. 

But it would be ungracious to conclude with a mere sum¬ 
mary of Warton’s negative features. We can stress his meiv 
its, though each time we have to temper our admiration with 
some reserves. Warton, above all, has this immense historical 
importance: he first produced a narrative History of English 
Poetry and thus introduced and established, at least in £i^- 
land, the whole conception and possibility of literary his- 
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tory, before then only very imperfectly realized. His main 
success was unfortunately not in the actual writing of a 
history, but rather in his ability to organize into an orderly 
scheme the materials accumulated by his predecessors and 
by his own researches. The weight of these materials was so 
great that it continually burst through the narrative form 
and made the History frequently a mere chronicle or an¬ 
thology. But Warton continuously strove to write a proper 
history, and his book is permeated with the ideas current 
at his time. Warton was no innovator in this point; but 
he knew and used practically everything that had been 
achieved. The main conceptions and all the elements of a 
history are present in his volumes, though rarely integrated 
into a consistent whole. 

Warton had some notion of selecting and evaluating his 
materials, according to fixed principle. He did not always 
apply it, but he saw the necessity of some criterion of “rep¬ 
resentativeness” in a scheme of values and this is a definite 
advance on the older, merely haphazard accumulation of 
materials. He thus helped to establish a tradition of English 
literary history focussed on the history of English poetry 
from the Conquest to Spenser. He sketched in a wide com¬ 
parative background of Nordic, Anglo-Saxon, Old French, 
and Italian literature. He at least attempted a world-wide 
history of motifs and their migrations, without, however, 
clearly distinguishing between folk-lore and literary plots. 
He began to use some of the historical categories elaborated 
by a century, like the concepts of “age” and “period,” of the 
“Middle Ages,” the “Renaissance” and the “Elizabethan 
Age.” On one point he was more conservative than several 
of his contemporaries; he had less comprehension for the 
evolutionary point of view and did not attempt to write a 
history of a genre. But he was not without his own concep- 
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tions of historical laws. He balanced, however, rather un¬ 
easily, between the old traditional acceptance of a regular 
“progress” towards the Age of Queen Anne and some psy¬ 
chological, and hence social, conception of the evolution of 
man’s mind from imagination to reason. He saw literature in 
its social setting, though unfortunately he was too much 
preoccupied with the merely picturesque side of chivalry to 
understand the deeper social forces behind literature. 

Thus, all the main problems of nineteenth-century literary 
history were formulated by Warton, even if his superstruc¬ 
ture of ideas did not always properly control his materials. 
Warton was the first historian of English literature in the 
full sense of the term, and his title to credit is not lessened 
by the fact we have shown most of his ideas to have been 
common in his time. It was not entirely his fault, if his suc¬ 
cessors at first seized on only some isolated elements in his 
book and tended to ignore those pointing to real history. He 
showed the way, and his achievement, imperfect as it was, 
made genuine literary history in England possible. 
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title A New Catalogue of English Plays, See J. M. Osborn, 
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16. Spingam, II, 129. 

17. See Spingam’s introduction to his edition of the Critical Essays 
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(1903-1904), 477. For the later period see A. Baumler, Kants 
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19. In the growing literature on primitivism (e.g. Tinker, Fair- 
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20. Second edition (1692), p. 5. The first edition came out in the 
autumn of 1677. See Fred G. Walcott, “Dryden’s Answer to 
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duction, p. cii. 
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29. Ibid,, p. 36. 

30. Works, ed. Scott and Saintsbury, XV, 381. 
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39. Swift, The Intelligencer, No. 3 (1728). W. Congreve, Con- 
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6. W. Sharpe’s Dissertation on Genius (1755), W. Duff’s Essay on 
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23. “Of the Standard of Taste,” Essays and Treatises, I, 255-256. 

24. English translation (1764), p. 25. 

25. Works, ed. R. Lynam, V, 116. 

26. Wood’s Homer, p. 7. 

27. E.g., in G. M. Miller, The Historical Point of View, Heidelberg, 
1913. 

28. See O. Shepard’s review of C. Rinaker’s Warton, JEGP, XVI 
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31. The Letters and Works of Lady Mary Montagu (1886), I, 304. 
Pope’s letter is dated June, 1717. 
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ferring to the Bible as literature are collected in R. S. Crane’s 
paper on Husbands in Modem Language Notes, XXXVII (1922), 
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92. “Of the Origin of Poetry in general,” Introduction, p. ii. 

93. “Of Poetry,” Poems on Several Occasions (1700), p. 176. 
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e.g., in Joseph Priestley’s Lectures on History and General 
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tween Music, Dancing and Poetry,” in Essays on Philosophical 
Subjects (1795), pp. 133 ff., W. R. Scott in Adam Smith 
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“Essays on the Imitative Arts” were composed as lectures for 
the Literary Society of Glasgow, while the third (on Dancing) 
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114. See also Brown’s History of the Rise and Progress of Poetry 
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115. Cf. Konrad Burdach, “Schillers Chordrama,” Vorspiel, Gesam- 
melte Schriften^ II, (1926), ii6ff. 
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119. Some Specimens of the Poetry of the Ancient Welsh Bards 
(1764) quotes a commission by Queen Elizabeth from Brown. 

120. Percy, “Essay on the Ancient Metrical Romances,” Reliques 
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132. Locke’s Essay of Human Understanding, ed. A. C. Fraser, I, 
384-385; II, 48-49. 

133. Hermes (1751), Book II, Chap. V, pp. 407-408. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 


1. “Corrective” criticism in James Harris, Upon the Rise and 
Progress of Criticism (1752), Chap. V, reprinted in Philological 
Inquiries (1781). 

2. 1 am aware that the Folios as well as Rowe’s edition show some 
editorial care which could be described as textual criticism. (See 
M. W. Black and M. A. Shaaber, Shakespeare's Seventeenth 
Century Editors.) The novelty was in the collation of the quar¬ 
tos and not merely in the guesswork of an editor. 

3. Quoted from Ronald B. McKerrow, The Treatment of Shake¬ 
speare's Text by his Earlier Editors^ p. 21. 

4. Morgann (1777), p. 16. 

5. Works, ed. Lynam, V, 95. 

6. Farmer (1767), p. 49. 

7. Johnson’s dedication to the Earl of Orrery of Shakspear Illus¬ 
trated (1753), p. xi. 

8. An exception could be made for Daniel Webb’s comments on 
Shakespeare’^ verse and metaphor in his Remarks on the Beau¬ 
ties of Poetry (1762). 

9. Karnes, Sketches of the History of Man (1774), I, 113. See also 
The Universal Magazine (1776), quoted by R. W. Babcock, The 
Genesis of Shakespeare Idolatry, p. 188, who does not recognize 
the source. 

10. J. Hughes on Othello in the Guardian, No. 37 (1713); Theobald 
on Lear in the Censor, No. 7-10 (1715). See D. Nichol Smith, 
Shakespeare in the Eighteenth Century, and Babcock, loc. cit. 

11. An Enquiry into the Learning of Shakespeare (1748). 

12. Jonson, I, iv. 

13. Massinger, Dramatic Works (1761), i, 7. 

14. See Austin Warren, “Pope’s index to Beaumont and Fletcher,” 
Modem Language Notes (hereafter cited as MLN), XLVI 
(i 93 »), 5 < 5 - 

15. Nichols, Literary Anecdotes, I, 386. This may be Nichol’s error. 
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16. Works of Mr, F, Beaumont and Mr, J, Fletcher (1750), I, Iviii. 

17. Bentley as quoted by J. Harris in Upon the Rise and Progress 
of Criticism (1752), p. 16. 

18. Seward, loc, cit,y p. lix. 

19. A General History of the Stage, pp. 17-18. 

20. Spence, p. 21. Pope read Gorboduc in a copy lent to him by 
the elder Warton. See Pope’s Works, ed. Elwin and Courthope, 
IX, 67-68. 

21. See Beers, Phelps, De Maar, Cory, etc. 

22. Letters on Chivalry and Romance, ed. £. Morley, p. 115. 

23. Ibid,, p. 118. 

24. Ibid,, p. 122. 

25. Ibid,, p. 116. 

26. Dryden and Pope, however, discussed the Shepherd^s Calendar 
as a type of pastoral poetry. Dryden, Works, ed. Saintsbury and 
Scott, XIII, 324-325; Pope’s Discourse of Pastoral Poetry, 

27. “The True Picture of Love” and “A Receipt to Make a Cuck¬ 
old.” Neither of these poems is in Grosart’s or Feuillerat’s edi¬ 
tions of Sidney’s Poems, 

28. The Quintessence of English Poetry (1740), praised, e.g., by H. 
Headley, Select Beauties (1787), is merely a reprint of the Brit¬ 
ish Muse, 

29. See R. H. Perkinson, “The Polemical Use of Davies’s Nosce 
Teipsum;^ SP, XXXVI (1939), 597. 

30. S. Daniel, The Poetical Works (1718), p. x. 

31. Amores Britannici (1703), A 

32. The “Essay” is not by Oldys as stated in the DNB (Oldys). The 
folio of 1748 was edited by Charles Coffey, as proved by John 
Motdey’s “Compleat List of all the English Dramatick Poets” 
in Thomas Whuicop’s Scanderbeg (1747, p. 207). Oldys in his 
“Life of Drayton,” in Biographia Britannica, III (1750), p. 1745, 
n. D., distinguishes between Drayton’s “Late Editor” (Coffey 
died in 1745) and “The Author of the Preliminary Discourse.” 
This seems to point to an unknown author of the “Essay”; it is 
unlikely that Oldys wrote it because it is completely different, 
both in style and content, from his later “Life of Drayton.” 

33. The Polite Correspondence (1741), p. 278. Letter to Warburton, 
Nov. 27, 1742, in Works, ed. Elwin and Courthope, IX, 225; The 
Citizen of the World, Letter XIII, in Cunningham’s ed. of the 
Works, II, 133. 

34. Tusser, 1710, Churchyard, 1776, W. Browne, ed. T. Davies, 
1772, Fairfax, 1726, 1749. Hall, ed. W. Thompson, 1753. Marston’s 
Scourge of Villanie, ed. J. Bowie in Miscellaneous Pieces of An- 
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dent English Poesie, 1764. Phineas Fletcher, ed. Lord Wood- 
houselee (1771). 

35. See Earl R. Wasserman, “Elizabethan Poetry ‘Improved,* ” AfP, 
XXXVII (1940), 357. Similar editorial practices were common. 
See M. D. Black and M. A. Shaaber, Shakespeare's Seventeenth 
Century Editors for evidence in anthologies. 

35a. Cf. A. H. Nethercot, “The Reputation of the Metaphysical 
Poets during the Age of Pope,** FQ, IV (1925), 163, “The 
Reputation of the Metaphysicd Poets during the Age of John¬ 
son and the Romantic Revival,** SP, XXII (1925), 81, and “The 
Reputation of Donne as Metrist,** Sewanee Review, XXX (1922), 
463-474. The following details are derived from these articles. 

35b. Warton, History, III, Appendix, p. 50. The imitation of “Go 
and catch a falling star** is in the London Magazine, X (June, 
1741), 301. Cf. Hurd’s Horace (1751), II, 97-99, and Warbur- 
ton’s edition of Pope (1751), IV, 241. 

36. Cleanth Brooks, “The History of Percy’s Edition of Surrey’s 
Poems,” Englische Studien, LVIII (1934), 424. 

37. Epistle to Augustus, lines 37-38. 

38. There is a Latin edition, Glasgow 1750, and Burnet’s translation 
was reprinted in 1737, 1743, 1751, 1758, 1762, etc. Warner’s 
Memoirs were printed with the 1758 ed. 

39. Gibbon, Miscellaneous Works (1796), I, 107-108. The entry in 
Gibbon’s journal is dated July 26, 1762. 

40. Dodsley, p. xlvi. The DNB ascribes the Preface to Dodsley him¬ 
self and to Sir Clement Cotterel Dormer, to whom the collection 
was dedicated. R. Straus, Richard Dodsley, pp. 63-64, considers 
it the work of Dodsley alone. 

41. See list in W. B. C. Watkins, Johnson and English Poetry before 
1660. 

42. Quoted first in Sir John Hawkins’s Life of Dr. Johnson (1787), 
p. 82. 

43. Letter of Thomas Warton to Hurd, Oct. 22, 1762, Bodleian 
Quarterly Record, VI (1932), 303 ff. 

44. The passages on Chaucer, praised by C. Spurgeon (in Chaucer 
devant la critique), from George Sewell and others seem sin¬ 
gularly unimpressive. 

44a. Thynne, Animadversions, p. 43. The arguments in favor of 
Thomas Warton as the discoverer of Chaucer’s source given 
by Miss Rinaker (Thomas Warton, p. 88n) are unconvincing. 

45. One of the authors of the French Roman de la Rose, Jean de 
Meung, was considered an Englishman by Bale (Catalogus 
1557, Second part, p. 58, “Joannes Mone: Anglus Nadone”). 
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This view was repeated as late as 1707 by the author of the ** 01 d 
English Poets and Poetry,” who calls him Moon.” 

46. Spence, Anecdotes^ ed. Singer (1820), p. 20. 

47. The Muses^ Library (1737), p. 19. 

48. The Dictionary (4th ed., 1773), i, F^. This error originated in 
Leland who misinterpreted a passage in Gower’s Confessio 
Amantis, It was already pointed out and corrected by F. Thynne 
in his Animadversions, ed. Fumivall, p. 19. 

49. Muses* Library, p. 7. 

50. lbid,y p. 8. 

51. Cibber, I, p. 18. 

52. Percy, Reliques (1765), III, 261. 

53. 1725, 1727. Reprinted by David Caskey from the Cotton MS 
(Titus CXVII). 

54. The transcripts are now in possession of Mr. James M. Os- 
bom, New Haven, Conn. 

55. Leah Dennis, “Percy’s Essay on the Ancient Metrical Ro¬ 
mances,” PMLA, XLIX (1934), 81-97. 

56. Cf. E. Hammond, Chaucer: A Bibliographical Manual, pp. 406 ff. 

57. Muses* Library, p. 30. 

58. Preface to the Dictionary (4th ed. 1773), I, G. 

59. Musesi* Library, p. 31. 

60. Cibber, I, 26. 

61. Edited by John Fortescue-Aland (1714). Cf. The British 
Librarian (ed. W. Oldys, 1738), No. 4, and Johnson’s Preface 
to the Dictionary. 

62. Ames, p. 43. The Prologue and the titles of the books are 
quoted with the conclusion mentioning Sir Thomas Maleore 
(sic). 

63. See W. Geddie, A Bibliography of Middle Scots Poets, p. lix. 
The MS is in the Advocates’ Library, Edinburgh. Some mate¬ 
rials are in Catalogues of Scotish Writers, ed. J. Maidment, 
(1833). 

64. Geddie, p. lx. 

65. A Description of May was published separately in 1752, A De¬ 
scription of Winter in 1754. Both are in Original Poems and 
Translations (1761). There is another very free paraphrase of 
the May prologue by Jerome Stone in Scots Magazine, XVII 
(1756), 294. 

66. Polite Correspondence, pp. 301-302. 

67. Thomas Gray, Works, (1843), V, 36, from Reminiscences of 
Gray by the Rev, Norton Nicholls, and William P. Jones, 
“Thomas Gray’s Library,” MP, XXXV (1938), 257. 
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68. Warton recommends to Dalrymple “a task, for which he is well 
qualified, The History of Scottish Poetry.” History of English 
Poetry, II, 278. 

69. Dodsley’s Preface, p. xiii. 

70. Oct., 1762, quoted in Hans Hecht, Thomas Percy und William 
Shenstone, p. 86. 

71. MuseP Library, p. i. 

72. Joseph Ritson, in Bibliographia Poetica, pp. 54-55, notes that the 
poem is a translation, apparently by Robert Fabian, from a Latin 
poem, preserved and possibly written by Henry, Archdeacon of 
Huntingdon, inserted in Fabian’s history. Substantially the same 
information can be found in Ritson’s letter to J. C. Walker 
(June 24, 1794), first quoted in B. H. Bronson’s Joseph Ritson, 
I, *37-238. 

73. S. Johnson, Preface to the Dictionary (4th ed., 1773), I, E 2. 

74. Warton, History of English Poetry, I, 209. 

75. Ibid., I, vi. 

76. Hickes, Thesaurus, II, 218-219. 

77. A pamphlet. Testimonies of Learned Men in favour of the Itp- 
tended Edition of Saxon Homilies (1713), and some proofs of 
the edition are in the British Museum (Press-mark 695 1.8). The 
MS is in the Landsdown Collection (370-374). 

78. Quotations from Margaret Ashdown, “Elizabeth Elstob, the 
learned Saxonist,” Modem Language Review (hereafter cited as 
MLR), XX (1925), 125. 

79. Polite Correspondence, pp. 235, 261, 268-273, 277-278. 

80. Archeologia, Vol. V (1779), Vol. IX (1789). 

81. Camden’s Britannia (Second ed. of Gibson’s translation. 1722), 
Dedication. ' 

82. Preface to the Dictionary (4th ed., 1773), I, E. 

83. See Thomas Gray, Essays and Criticisms, ed. E. S. Northup, 
p. 85, and see especially William Powell Jones, Thomas Gray, 
Scholar. 

84. Thomas Percy, Reliques (1765), III, 261. See Warton’s “Of the 
Origin of Romantic Fiction,” History, I, e3^-e4^ 2. 

85. For a discussion of the merits of these collections see Sigurd B. 
Hustvedt, Ballad Criticism in Scandinavia and Great Britain 
During the i8th Century. Hustvedt suggests that Ambrose Philips 
who had been to Denmark (in 1709) had seen the Danish col¬ 
lections of ballads. But Lillian de la Torre-Bueno has brought 
forward telling arguments against Philips’s connection with that 
publication. (See Anglia, LIX (1935), 252.) See also Grace R. 
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Tennery, “Ballad Collections of the i8th century ” in MLH, V 
(1915), 283. 

86. At the end of Preface to Gulielmi Newhrigiensis Historia (1719). 

87. See introduction to Songs from David HercTs Manuscripts, ed. 
H. Hecht. Percy had access to Herd’s MS collections and 
wanted to utilize them in his projected Ancient English and 
Scottish Foems» See V. H. Ogbum, “Thomas Percy’s Unfinished 
Collection” ELH, III (1936), 183. 

88. Hawkins, II, 93, with the music. 

89. See Paul Van Tieghem, Le Prerommtisme, Vol. i. See also 
F. E. Farley, Scandinavian Influences in the English Romantic 
Movement, and J. A. W. Bennett, “The Beginnings of Norse 
Studies in England,” Saga-book of the Viking Society for North¬ 
ern Research, XII (1937), 35-42. 

90. “Of Heroic Virtue,” Works, III (1757), 358. 

91. However, two “ancient Danish Odes” in the Polite Correspond¬ 
ence (1741), pp. 293-295, should be added. Though they claim 
to be translations from Wormius and Saxo Grammaticus re¬ 
spectively, they seem free improvisations in eighteenth-century 
style which have only very remote connection with any actud 
Icelandic poetry. These two pieces were reprinted, with only 
slight changes, by John Logan, in that curious production called 
Michael Bruce’s Poems on Several Occasions (1770). As neither 
Logan nor Bruce was yet bom when the Polite Correspondence 
was published, one cannot help suspecting Logan of appropriat¬ 
ing Campbell’s work to swell the number of poems ascribed to 
his dead friend Bruce. 

92. Hickes, I, 193-195; Husbands, op. cit,, Preface, sig. c*.; Blair in 
the Dissertation on Ossian, and Goldsmith on the Present State 
of Polite Learning. 

93. Percy, “Preface,” sig. A 8 and A 8^. 

94. The poems can be best identified by referring to their places in 
Vigfusson and York Powell’s Corpus Poeticum Boreale, “Ragnar 
Lodbrok,” II, 341; “Egil’s Ransom,” I, 267; “The Incantation of 
Hervor,” I, 164; “The Funeral of Hacon,” I, 262; “The Com¬ 
plaint of Harold,” II, 228. 

95. Percy, “Preface,” sig. A f, A 8. 

0. See J. A. W. Bennett, loc. cit. 

97. See W. P. Jones, Thomas Gray, Scholar. See also G. L. Kit- 
tredge’s “Gray’s Knowledge of Old Norse,” in W. L. Phelps’ 
Selections from Gray, pp. 90-99. 

98. See Jones, op. cit., and E. B. Howe, "The Idealised Bard of the 
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18th Century,” Abstracts of Theses, University of Chicago, Hu¬ 
manistic Series, VI (1927-1928). 

99. Folite Correspondence, p. 248. One of these poems was reprinted 
in the European Magazine, VII (1785), 382, as the work of John 
Campbell. 

100. See again Jones on Gray, and Edward D. Snyder, The Celtic 
Revival in English Literature, 1^60-1800. See also Saunders Lewis, 
A School of Welsh Antiquarians, and W. J. Hughes, Wales and 
the Welsh in English Literature. 

101. John J. Parry, “Dr. Johnson’s Interest in Welsh,” MLN (1921), 
374 - 

102. See Heinz Marwell, “Percy und die Ossian-kontroverse,” Anglia, 
VIII (1934), 392, and W. J. Hughes, op. cit., pp. 165 ff. 

103. See O. Jiriczek, “Jerome Stone’s Ballade Albion and the Daugh¬ 
ter of May, published in 1756,” Englische Studien, XLIV (1912), 
193 ff. Stone wrote a Letter in praise of Gavin Douglas (1755). 
On A. Pope, see L. C. Stem, “Die ossianischen Heldenlieder,” 
Zeitschrift fur vergleichende Literaturgeschichte, NF, VIII, 82 fF. 

104. Blackwell, Homer, p. 41, n. 

105. Reliques, I, 318. 

106. See Introduction to the ed. by David Nichol Smith. 

107. The Compleat Art of Poetry (1718), I, 74-75, etc. 

108. Pleasures of Imagination (First ed., 1744), p. 48, n. 

109. The General Review of Foreign Literature (1775), pp. 6-7. The 
editor was Thomas Winstanley (1749-1823), see DNB. 

110. See Roderick Marshall, Italy in English Literature; Paget Toyn¬ 
bee, Dante in English Literature. See also L. F. Powell, “W. 
Huggins, and "^obias Smollet,” MP, XXXIV (1936-1937), 179. 

111. Joseph Warton, Essay on Pope (4th ed., 1783), I, 266. 

112. Present State, p. 45. The Earl of Chesterfield wrote to his son 
that he was fully convinced that “Dante was not worth the pains 
necessary to understand him.” (Feb. 8, O. S. 1750, Letters, ed. 
Dobree, IV, 1504). Horace Walpole found Dante “extravagant, 
absurd, disgusting, in short a Methodist parson in Bedlam.” (Let¬ 
ter to W. Mason, June 25, 1782, Letters, ed. P. Toynbee, XII, 
*74). 

113. Poems consisting chiefly of translations from the Asiatick Lan^ 
guages. Second ed., 1777, Preface, p. xi. 

114. Ibid., pp. 176-188. 

11$. A Specimen of Persian Poetry or Odes of Hafez (1774). 

116. Lady Mary Montagu, Letters and Works, I, 180. 
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117. Shan Yi Chan, *The Influence of China on English Culture dur¬ 

ing the 18th Century,” Abstracts of TheseSy University of Chi¬ 
cago, Humanistic Series, VII (1928-1929), 537. Percy’s translation 
of the Chinese Orphan from Du Halde is in Miscellaneous Pieces 
(1762). Goldsmith reviewed Murphy’s translation of the play 
from Voltaire’s adaptation, in the Critical Review^ May, 1759. 
Hurd in his Discourse on Poetical Imitation (1751) sees resem¬ 
blances of the plot to the Electra of Sophocles and an uncon¬ 
scious following of Aristotle’s rules. See dso Karnes, not noticed 
by Shan Yi Chan, in Sketches of the History of Man (1774), Ii 
108-109. Chinese Orphan is disparaged as “languid” and 

this character ascribed to the peaceful and stagnant nature of 
Chinese society. 

118. Hau Kiou Choaan (1761), and Miscellaneous Pieces Relating to 
the Chinese (1762). On the sources see Alda Milner-Barry and 
L. F. Powell, “A Further Note on Hau Kiou Choaan,” RES, III 
(1927), 218. The novel was translated into English by James 
Wilkinson. A part in Portuguese was translated by Percy. The 
poetry comes from Du Hsdde’s Description de la Chine 

(1735)- 

119. F. E. Farley, “The Dying Indian,” Anniversary Papers by Col- 
leagues and Pupils of G. L. Kittredge, p. 251. See also note on 
p. 137 of Farley’s Scandinavian Influences; H. B. Jones, “The 
Death Song of the Noble Savage,” Abstracts of Theses, Uni¬ 
versity of Chicago, Humanistic Series, III (1924-1925), and 
William Preston, Poetical Works (1793), II, 14. 

120. Webb’s Observations, pp. 95-98. An abridgment is in Purchas 
(1625). 

121. Spectator, No. 366, April 30, 1712. 

122. F. E. Farley, “Three Lapland Songs,” PMLA, XXI, N. S. XIV 
(1906), iff. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 


1. Poems on Several Occasions (1700). 

2. In The Flower Piece. A Collection of Miscellany Poems by Sev¬ 
eral Hands (1731). 

3. Cf. first edition (1743) with version in Dodsley’s Collection 
(1755), IV, 64. For Collins’ plan of a “History of the Revival 
of Learning” see Warton’s Historyy II, 350. 

4. Note to Book II, p. 48 of first edition. 

5. These names derived from Wood. See William T. Davies, 
“Thomas Tanner and his Bibliothecay^ TLS (Dec., 1935), p. 856. 

6. (1708), I, xiii. 

7. See J. M. Osborn, “Thomas Birch and the General Dictionary, 
(1734-4O,” MP, XXXVI (1938), 25. 

8. See note in Sir W. Raleigh’s Six Essays on Johnson, p. 125, fur¬ 
nished by David Nichol Smith. 

9. I, 16-17. 

10. Advertisement. 

11. Letter to Bosv^ll, May 3, 1777. Life, ed. Hill, III, 124. 

12. Boswell’s Life, ed. Hill, IV, 473 and II, 48 n. 

13. Lives of the English Poets, ed. B. Hill, I, 455. 

14. Ibid., I, 121. 

15. Ibid., II, 148. Johnson condemns Hardyknute (Boswell II, 91) 
and ridiculed an antiquarian proudly displaying “a copy of the 
Children in the Wood, which he firmly believed to be of the 
first edition.” (Rambler, 177.) 

16. Ibid., I, 293. 

17. Ibid. 

18. Ibid., I, 75. 

19. Ibid., I, 77. 

20. Ibid., I, 251. 

21. Ibid., I, 61. 

22. Ibid., I, 469. 

23. Ibid., I, 420. 
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24. lbid.y I, 468. 

25. lbid.y II, 251. 

26. lbid,y II, 145. 

27. lbid,y I, 235. 

28. lbid.y II, 208. 

29. lbid,y I, 18. 

30. lbid.y I, 411. 

31. lbid.y I, 438. 

32. lbid,y I, 318. 

33. lbid.y I, 288. 

34. lbid.y III, 238 and 240. 

35. Ibid., I, 137. 

36. lbid,y III, 239. 

37. Ibid., I, 421. 

38. lbid,y III, 316-18. 

39. lbid,y I, 410. 

40. lbid,y III, 159. 

41. lbid.y II, 219-21. 

42. lbid,y III, 176. 

43. Ibid.y III, 114-5 and III, 236-7. 

44. lbid,y I, 192. 

45. Ibid,y I, 466. 

46. Ibid, 

47. Ibid.y I, 295. 

48. lbid,y I, 415-6. 

49. lbid,y I, 22. 

50. lbid,y I, 41-42. 

51. lbid.y I, 46. 

52. lbid.y II, 207-8. 

53. lbid,y III, 225. 

54. lbid,y I, 124. 

55. Ibid.y III, 125-6. 

56. lbid.y III, 162 and III, 177-78. 

57. For a fuller discussion of Johnson’s acquaintance with older 
English poetry see W. B. C. Watkins, Johnson and English 
Poetry before 1660 (Princeton, 1936) and consult the useful 
compilation of passages in J. E. Brown’s The Critical Opinions 
of Samuel Johnson (Princeton, 1926). 

58. See Oldys’ Diary quoted by James Yeowell in A Literary Anti¬ 
quary: Memoir of W, O., Esq. London. 1862. p. i. One circum¬ 
stance speaks also against the exclusive authorship of Oldys. Mrs. 
Cooper (p. 31) complains that she was never able to attain a sight 
of Occleve’s De Reghmne Prmcipis. Oldys’ diary mentions that a 
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friend (James West) had shown him this very book in 1735. 
(See Oldys’ notes in his copy of Winstanley, printed in 'Notes 
and Queries, 2nd series, XI, 181.) 

59. Preface, p. ix. 

60. Vol. I, Preface, p. ix. 

61. Both quotations from J. B. Black, The Art of History, p. 115. 

62. The History of England (1879), IV, Appendix III, 233-234. 

63. Ibid., pp. 397 ff. 

64. Ibid., V, 462 ff. 

65. Ibid., VI, 345 ff. 

66. Henry, History of Great Britain I (1771), iii. 

67. Ibid., pp. 352-367. 

68. Ibid., II (1774), 425-432. 

69. Vol. VII of Shakespeare’s 'Works (1710), p. Ixvi. 

70. Preface, I, iii, viii, etc. 

71. Shakespeare’s Works, ed. Warburton (1747), V, 265, a note to 
Richard III, Act III, Scene i. 

72. Letter to £. Evans, March 20, 1764 quoted in H. Marwell, 
Thomas Percy, p. 56. 

73. I, 118 ff. 

74. Preface, pp. i-xvi. 

75. Other ostensible histories of the drama can be described. The 
History of the English Stage (1741), ascribed to Thomas Better- 
ton, is a collection of biographies and anecdotes on post-Resto- 
ration actors and actresses. “An Essay on the Antient and Mod¬ 
ern Drama” in William Hawkins’s Dramatic and other Poems, 
Letters, Essays (Oxford, 1758) contains no historical matter. 
“The British Tljeatre” in the London Magazine of 1767 (XXXVI, 
265) contains a sketch of the older drama, largely compiled 
from Dodsley’s introduction, and the “History of the English 
Drama, Till the Time of Shakespeare” in the same periodical 
(1773, XCII, 632), is an abridgment of Thomas Hawl^, with¬ 
out any acknowledgment to its source. 

76. In Essays upon Several Subjects (1716). 

77. Spectator, No. 273, Jan. 12, 1712. 

78. Wchard Hurd, Works (x8ii), II, 19, from the “Idea of Uni¬ 
versal Poetry.” 

79. Sketches of the History of Man (1774), I, 107-108. 

80. The Compleat Art of Poetry (1718), I, 75. 

81. Vol. I, “communicated by a learned writer well known in the 
literary world.” See Pope’s delighted letter in John Selby Wat¬ 
son’s Life of William Warburton (1863), p. 209. Warburton’s 
article is reprinted in Works of Shakespeare (1747), Vol. II, 
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after p. 288, as note to Lovers Labour^s Lost, Act I, Scene i. 
Tyrwhitt, Supplement to the Edition of Shakespeare's Flays, ... 
(1780), I, 373. 

82. Warton’s letter to Percy, September 4, 1762, in Leah Dennis, 
“The Text of the Percy-Warton Letters,” FMLA, XLVI (1931), 
ii66ff. 

83. Boswell, Life of Johnson, ed. Birckbeck Hill, I, 57, 562. 

84. A copy of Monday’s translation (1590) in the British Museum 
contains a note in Farmer’s hand pointing to its omission in 
Ames and to a note on Monday by Hearne. (Press-mark C. 
57 - e. 30)- 

85. P. Toynbee, “Gray on the origin and date of Amadis de Gaul," 
in MLR, XXVIII (1932), 60-61. 

86. Archeologia, Vol. IV (1786), paper XII (read Dec. i, 1774). 

87. Letter to Dalrymple, September 8, 1763; see Leah Dennis, 
“Percy’s Essay On the Ancient Metrical Romances" FMLA, 
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